



[image: Cover Image]





THE BLOOD OF ROSES


Tanith Lee


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






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.







Pater omnipotens, mittere digneris sanctum Angelum tuum de Paradis
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MECHAIL




Chapter One


In the beginning there was silence, winter night, and the great moon burning on the snow. The earth was frozen like a glass ball. Timeless. Not a pleat of the ground, not a branch of the forests stirred.


Then came the sound. A dull, faint drumming. A little snow shook and shifted. The drum pushed and swelled and grew into a noise of thunder. Out of the trees and along the white rim of the world, against the black of the sky, there bolted a stream of riders, mailed and armed, their horses stretched to headlong speed, and the red torches ripping down the night.


The hunt was up. A wild hunt.


The faces of the men were maddened and colourless. Some shouted as they rode, and then were voiceless again. The horses snorted. The soldiers kicked with their spurs, and fire bubbled, and here and there a sword flashed, held naked up between the brands to cleave the moon.


But the quarry – what was that?


The foremost rider, a captain of twenty-nine years, was Carg Vrost. He did not seem himself for sure, but then he had been at the inn drinking deep, not an hour earlier, and with a girl waiting upstairs … Forgotten now, certainly. He looked as the others did, crazy, murderous, and afraid. And suddenly, like them, he gave a cry, and pointed, and his eyes were terrible, as if he beheld something from a nightmare. What?


The torches flared, and the shadows of soldiers and horses patterned the snow, and the moon was before them, westering, as they plunged again towards the trees. And there – there – silhouetted for a few moments on the moon’s disc—


The torchlight touched it, adding to the blackness of the flying wings two hems of flame, and giving the pin of the body the aspect of a spindle. Above this, clearly, the horned head showed. And, impossibly, for though of its kind the creature was large, yet it was very slight against the dark, the moon, the massed pursuit. But the horns of its head ended each in a glinting spark, redder than a fire. Of all things, what the soldiers hunted was a moth.


The trees opened. The riders tore among them, down obscure precarious avenues, as if to collide with the sinking moon. Blackness swallowed them. They were gone.


The old slave woman had been sleeping. That was her crime, for which, before morning, she would die. The infant had been sleeping too, but to sleep was his night-time function. He lay in the small wooden bed with its hangings of green, purple and russet, on the posts of which was carved, in miniature, the Raven of the Korhlen. Landholder Vre Korhlen’s son, three years of age, the last child got on an ailing wife, and therefore maybe the last child of all, if the Church Fathers did not permit the Landholder another marriage.


He was no trouble, the boy. he did not fret. He lay and slumbered. And the hearth roasted itself quietly, and past the window the winter, with its nocturnal snow and wolves, kept out. The window was shuttered, but the shutters had warped a trifle. There was a gap which let in the cold, so that the woman had plugged the place, as usual, with a piece of woollen cloth.


When she woke the first thing she saw was the cloth lying under the window, at the foot of the bed. Perhaps the draught had roused her. She stood up sleepily, and taking the iron, poked at the hearth fire. Then she went to pick up her cloth and replace it between the shutters.


As she came to the bed the old woman glanced past the hangings at Vre Korhlen’s child.


She saw something so awful, she could not take it in. Her initial thought was that the boy had been decapitated. His head was turned on the pillow, and across his throat ran a vehement line of purest bright red blood. Yet even while she stared in horror, she observed that into the blood had dropped a winter flower with two black petals. Which abruptly quivered.


It was only fright which released her shrieks. Nevertheless they came, a torrent of them, irresistible as retching.


As she shrieked, she backed away, and her thin sere hands made over and over the sign of the cross of the Christus, and, too, some other defensive mark. But neither worked. Even the shrieking did not seem to. And so with her outcry wrung from her she had retreated almost to the door when the stampede of feet, the scrape and clank of metal, started up the stair. After all rescue was coming. Male strength and the power of the sword. And yet.


And yet, against this thing, what use?


The black flower of the moth trembled again upon the neck of the unconscious child.


The woman supposed it would fly up, perhaps dart at her, and a final wail erupted from her mouth.


But something less credible was happening. The moth indeed was lifting from the bed, and as it rose it brought the body of the child – somehow – upward with it.


The image was beyond truth, and reason. The woman, if she had lived, would have borne it scorched into her brain all her life.


The moth had the child. He hung like a heavy doll from its fragile breathing petalled nail. Even as it gripped him it ascended, away from the bed, into the raftered ceiling. And there, as the door crashed wide, it cast him off.


The boy plummeted to the flagged floor. His body made a harsh response when it struck, breaking a little at the impact. This did not wake him. He sprawled motionless before the Landholder’s two soldiers and the old woman with a piece of wool in her hands.


Through the gap in the shutters where the wool had been, the moth eased itself. And the soldiers, transfixed, cursing, watched, and the woman gibbered.


There was no amazement. Terror and revulsion, and rage, but no disbelief. Such things might happen, had done so in the past. They returned like seasons, or the night.


One soldier fell to his knees, praying, a sort of spasm. The other ran out bellowing.


The old woman bent over the child, of whom she had been fond, and did not dare set a finger on him. She knew in her heart already, with a fresh and personal fear, what waited for her now.


The moon had leapt before them down into the valleys of darkness. The forest was everywhere, rushing as it went by, the pillars of trees, the pines in their hides of snow, rocks, defiles, the summer riverbeds altered to Hell’s pits. Three men had fallen, one with a scream, a horse toppled, rolling off the edge of vision into a well of night.


Branches whipped. Someone had lost the sight of an eye, but still rode pelting with the rest, half his face a mask of ink.


Carg Vrost kept his head low to the withers of his horse.


He could taste bile; not pausing in the hunt’s career, he had leaned from the saddle half an hour before, to cough out his ale.


He did not therefore know if he were drunk still or only crazed. He chased the Devil, and the fiend drew him on.


A concussion behind him, cries, and another horse shrilly neighing and going down.


God knew, the men they sloughed, maimed and lamed, and horseless, would be handy meat for roaming wolves.


Carg Vrost swore as he ducked beneath a bough snapping at him like the neck of a serpent, whirled off over his skull.


Ahead, a fluttering mirage, black ash and two horned eyes of fire. He could see it, constantly. It was there. But this hunt was an insanity.


Vrost glanced over his shoulder. Startled, he noted two men only. They appeared tangled in the wood, netted and pulled away, and he gestured at them violently to come on, and goaded them with foul names. And turned again to see, between his horse’s ears, the trees had ended ten paces in front of him, a brink of space.


‘Christus!’


Carg Vrost hauled on the reins of the charging horse, so it reared upward, floundering and skidding, the replica of a lunatic chesspiece. And in this barbaric shape, mount and rider cavorted to the brink and slid over towards the moon.


She was standing at the window when he entered, Vre Korhlen’s wife, the Lady Nilya. She had stood there since they told her: two hours. If she had moved at all, a hand, or her eyes, he could not make out. She looked just the same as when he left her, a figure of the snow night in her white mantle, and her black hair thickly streaked with thirty years of frost. He had seen the first grey on his wedding eve, though her woman had hidden it under the ribboned veil. They must have used some dye before that.


‘Sit in the chair,’ he said brutally and loudly, ‘or take yourself to bed. What can you do, just stand rigid as if you were in church? Did you even go to look at him? Well, Nilya, you’ll answer me.’


‘No,’ she said, ‘I can do nothing.’


Vre Korhlen glared at her sightless spine, and turned to the jug of liquor on the table. She was his bane, this woman. Since he had got her, only bad luck. Though fortune had hardly beamed on him with the first one. She had been a moron and able besides to cook up only daughters in her oven. Her wits had turned to slush soon enough and she died from a choking fit. For his second wife, this Nilya, he had used agents in the town of Khish. She came from a house having links both to the town governorship and to the Church. Not of the savage forest nobility, but something finer, or so they would have him believe. When he saw her, he wanted her. He had ridden out of the woods to look. They had sent her to be schooled, she could read and write. He had thought this might be of use to him too. He felt a fire building down in his loins, and that boded well for the making of sons. But she disappointed him in bed. She was scarcely present. And then she fruited years after, and it did not suit her, she turned into a skeleton with a great bag where her flat little belly had been. And bearing the child had almost killed her. Had killed her in fact, for she died ever since, a fraction more with every day. Her hands were the way he had seen his own mother’s in her last months, transparent and fleshless, and some mornings her face was like a sallow crystal; to look too closely would be to see her bones.


He was not now about to inform her of the surgeon’s words, which had disgusted him, angered him beyond endurance. Their gist being that, if the boy were carefully tended, he would not be crippled. Lies, blatant as the fawning cowardice of the liar.


For the bloody slave crone, she would be beaten to death in the yard.


As for the supernatural thing, at first he had refused to give it credence, ranting and striking out at his men, sending for more soldiers from his barracks, roaring them away to hunt down some animal or feral malcontent. He would not entertain the story of a demon insect, bathing and drinking at the neck-vein of his son—


He had grown with such legends all around him, Vre Korhlen. He had heard all the tales, and believed them too. But not here, within the boundaries of his private life.


The stone of the house, its winter smells of smoke and wrapped bodies, old food, cold and damp and secrets, pressed upon the Landholder.


He drank his wine and watched without pity his dying wife standing like marble at the window, against the wall of night.


Carg Vrost saw, as it seemed to him without opening his eyes, a sky which had nothing in it. This sky was very high and far off, and it would be simple to drift up to it and float there. But he was aware of pain; he lay in a coffin of flesh and muscle that ached and stabbed and anchored him to the earth.


He put himself together slowly, as if fashioning himself out of the pain, and the heaped snow (cold suddenly, like biting fangs, when he moved), and the smashed body of the horse which had broken his own fall into the valley.


The evaporating heat of the horse had also kept him from freezing. He had a lot to thank it for, poor brute. He had had good service out of it, and rewarded it with this.


Vrost found it would be possible to stand. He did so. He had use of all his torso and his limbs, everything but for the four fingers of his left hand, which were unkindly fractured, he could see, although the snow had granted him the mercy of non-feeling. Vrost stared at his hand a moment after he had lurched upright. He already knew he would lose it, back at the Landholder’s Tower, if he ever got there. The disaster seemed remote. How had he come to this?


Then he remembered, and put his sound hand on the sword and pulled it from its sheath. Stepping over the dead horse, Vrost glanced around him. There was no hint that any other man had survived or got down here with him. The forest wall craned on the brink above and at various heights round about, and here the valley pitched away, the snowy trees scattered more thinly. The sky was no longer black, but widening with the long leaden twilight before dawn.


When the sun rose, no demon creature could stay abroad.


It came to Carg Vrost, standing one-handed, sword drawn, in the waste of winter, that the madness of the night had also been invited. For the moth which was the demon, having such a form, could surely have escaped a hundred ways. Instead it led them on, like a marsh light, to danger and death. And now it had vanished. Quite properly.


For himself there was no choice but to continue. He could not climb the steep cliff up into the wood. The sloping downward path, (as they told you in Scripture), was much easier. Vrost almost smiled. Then he thought of his hand, and a pang went through him, not of pain, but of hopeless, helpless fury. And then too he put that off, and only trudged forward between the trees.


When the woodland separated, giving all at once a view of the whole valley, it came as no surprise to him to behold the low bleak building, like a casket of stone, left there by the slope, as it were at his feet. Some part of him had expected it. Maybe, even, he had hunted legitimate game in this district of the forest last summer, noticing, some morning, the architecture in the valley, and knowing it as he did now for one of the wild lorn chapels dotted on the landscape like thrown pebbles. Often they were ruinous, although it was hard to tell here, from the higher ground. In summer the walls would have been banked among the green, mossy and painted perhaps with flowers. But the snow had piled upon them, settled to them, next picking out their features, white on umber. The arched door looked closed, but more likely only shadow had shut it, the timbers years ago carried off by outlaws or peasants in the wood, who made nothing if they could steal it first.


The sky was a blank grey. The morning star had appeared, and glittered like an icicle above the chapel roof. The sun would rise there.


And what he sought, what he had hunted, that was there too. He understood this, as if it had been whispered to him when he lay stunned on the valley floor.


The task was only his to do.


Carg Vrost marked himself slowly with the cross of the Christus. As he did it, the numbed, wrecked hand gave off a spurt of vivid agony. The Landholder’s captain kneeled, and levered the hand into a snow mound, and stayed it there a little while, to let the winter put it to sleep again. Not more than a minute. He must reach the chapel before the sun. There would be time, if he did not dawdle.


‘No pain. He mustn’t suffer. Pain is fruitless and terrible.’


The nervous surgeon, a sawbones kept to tend the Vre’s garrison of thirty soldiers, glimpsed Korhlen’s lady wife, who had evolved like a ghost in the chamber, unseen, unheard. She too, he had long known from his limited sights of her, required a physician. But in this wretched spot, trees and wolves and endless nights, they had not bothered to find her one. Himself, he was accustomed to patching and stitching, and cutting and dismembering when needful. He had set the child’s broken arm and cranked the shoulder back into position, and bound the ribs. Something was amiss with the spine. He had enough wit to tell that, but not the learning – or, God knew, the means – to be effective. The moment he had been brought to see the boy, the surgeon had begun to plan his exit from the Landholder’s Tower. He hated the situation in any case, and feared the Landholder like the plague.


They had beaten the old slave woman, he gathered. She was finished. Slaves were expendable, and barren wives, and incompetent surgeons.


‘Madam?’ he queried politely, having picked up courtesy if not skill in a small city to the south.


‘I mean,’ she said, ‘to alleviate my son’s pain – you must have drugs.’


‘I’ve done my best, madam. The injury was distressing.’ He had not believed the hysterical tale current in the Tower. Was it not more likely the brutish father had hammered the child to bits in a fit of wrath? ‘He’ll need great attention, but he’s a healthy boy.’


‘Not so,’ she said, damning his platitude. ‘As a baby he was often sick. My fault. And this—’ Her death-mask face, never beautiful surely, gaped from its hollow eyes and parted lips. ‘Please. Do everything you can. Don’t let my son suffer.’


Does she perhaps mean I’m to smother him before he rouses? Astonished at the unconscionable idea, the surgeon breathed quickly, frightened. Controlling himself, he said, ‘All care will be taken, madam. He’s peaceful now. Did you wish …?’


She only stared at him and shook her head.


She said, nearly idly, ‘I’ve done him enough hurt. I won’t go near him.’


Then she turned and drifted out of the chamber again, with the mantle sweeping after her along the floor.


She was insane, like the rest here. (It would be prudent to get away.) She had seemed to say she was to blame for the boy’s condition. A mother’s guilt at neglect? (Once the ice thawed and the tide of snow receded – he could prevaricate until then.)


In the adjacent room the child suddenly groaned noisily in his stupor. The surgeon was thankful that she had not heard. Pain! When the boy did wake, they might have to strap him down. In fact it would be wise to see to it now. There was not sufficient of the Black Poppy. It could come to the use of a swift blow. More compassionate than to leave him to shriek. So much damage was already done the three-year-old body, one would hardly scruple. If he had been an animal, Vre Korhlen’s son and heir, they would have cut his throat.


The door was a shadow door.


The soldier approached it over the snow, through a light also of shadow. The valley seemed to ring like a glass goblet; maybe the note was in his head.


Carg Vrost’s sword hung heavy in his grasp and it seemed to him his body moved with a dragging ponderousness, while he himself was unhampered, weightless, alert, seated somewhere high up in his brain behind the eyes.


When he reached the shadow door, automatically, and clumsy with the sword, he crossed himself again, and walked over the threshold.


The stone box of the chapel was not, after all, and despite its pilfered entrance, ruined. It had only an awesome biting cold, and a cache of darkness. Four broad pillars upheld the roof, and ahead a tall screen of fretted obsidian framed and interrupted the one window rising beyond the altar. The altar itself was hidden by the screen, on which several masks of saints glimmered, old gilding intact, but not the nacre optics, which had become skull-holes. The robbers would have had the screen, he mused vaguely, but it was too heavy to move. The religion of the wood was older, and picking out the portable eyes of saints did not trouble it. Was the altar desecrated?


‘Who’s there?’


The whispered cry rose like thin smoke from a source behind the screen. Carg Vrost stood speechless, repeating it over in his mind, wondering if he had heard it. A girl’s tremulous voice, or mist, speaking.


Transfixed, he waited.


‘Whoever you are,’ whispered the mist voice, ‘help me.’


And around the screen she came.


There were sisterhoods in the forest, he had heard of them. The girl wore a bleached ascetic’s robe, but her head was uncovered. Her face was like the saint-faces on the screen, pale and luminous, and the eyes like craters, until some straying of the half-light found them. They lit, awful with frantic, held-in terror. And with them, two rubies in her hair.


‘So horrible,’ she breathed. ‘Help me.’


Carg Vrost listened intently to his own voice answering her.


‘Has it harmed you?’


‘No, but I – can’t—’


‘If God is here,’ said Vrost, as he listened, ‘He’ll watch over us. Stay very still, lady. Still as the dead.’


As he went towards her, she cringed, and then she forced herself to the stillness he had imposed. She shut her eyes and took her lip hard between her teeth. Don’t, he thought, in confused vehemence, don’t break the skin. He saw in his mind a fleck of blood on her lip, and the black moth churning in the skein of her black hair, hair and moth stuck to her mouth—


He went without speed, his stony footfalls on the stone floor, granite sword dragging, eyes not moving from the lock of hair where the moth had webbed itself. Had it flown into this place for sanctuary, or through some obscure element of an evil game played out through the forest? Was it mischance, the snare it had been taken in, so like a weird song of the winter night, a fable, or a dream?


He must not dwell on these things. The task was before him, unforeseen in its conclusion. In spite of his words to her, he knew the girl might become the sacrifice.


A hand’s breadth from her, near enough to smell her woman’s scent, ferny, rare, and the acid tang of fear across it … near enough to kiss, he halted again. Tears were running like silk down her face, no blood.


The moth too was motionless. He could observe its strange and sheer reality. The wings were folded together. They had no device, their blackness was like charred paper. The scrolled body, the horns with their ruby points, were dainty as jeweller’s work. But to study this too great a time was unclever.


He seized the girl’s hair in his left fist – in that unearthly moment forgetting—


Carg Vrost screamed in anguish, an ecstasy of crimson pain. The broken fingers, the deadened palm, woken, unusable – somehow, caught on a fence of mail and warped and splintered bone, the tresses of hair reeled out. Blind, mindless, Vrost raised the granite sword that had the weight of all the world, and struck.


The girl cried shrilly. She fell away like a light down his eyeball. And on his wrecked fingers was the weave of hair, and the moth fluttering.


He flung it down and his hand seemed to go with it. He was screaming again and again in agony, but he stamped upon the nest of hair, and lifted his boot – and saw a black flower beat up and away over the screen.


He lunged forward. The edge of the screen took him by the shoulder. Detained, he hung there, and looked into the altar place.


The window was a gape of white air held in a lattice of iron that had the construction of roses and thorns. The bare altar upheld an iron Christus, crucified against the light. And above, a mysterious yellow flame seemed suspended in nothingness. It was the watch fire of the chapel. Perhaps the girl, lying so silent behind him, had come to tend the lamp. He could make out the slender chain now, and the shallow bowl where the fire gleamed.


The moth flew into it. The moth flew into the fire and was consumed.


Vrost stood and saw, with some other part of him that was unimpaired and distant, and still pure, the blazing up of the demon, black flame in yellow. And then something poured out of the watch lamp, like a breath of unconquerable night.


On the writhing static icon, its naked arms outflung among the gnawing nails, a man’s image was superimposing. It engorged, enveloping the cross, the Christus. But the position and the gesture were the same. The legs and torso stretched, the head thrown back, the arms outflung. And in its breast one single nail of scarlet thunder that burst into a thousand shards.


Carg Vrost stared, his body racked and far off from him, as the shower of fiery lights came down, and the fragments of the shattered lamp. And the dawn pierced the window with its talons. And it was day.




Chapter Two


An enormous cathedral, winter had been constructed in the forest, its masonry of ice, the organ peal of wind. The tiny artisans of the tribes of the fox and the ermine had excavated and ornamented its aisles, printed its paving. Its windows were paned with cold mauve and blue and yellowish skies and the deadly reds of frozen sunsets. The cathedral endured. Then spring, the destroying angel, stalked the wilderness sword in hand. Spring smote the cathedral. Its roofs of snow collapsed. After the thaw, green trickled into the arteries of the wood, and spears of sunlight divided the trees one from another.


A wolf trotted through the green church of the wood, a shadow that hardened abruptly to life in shafts of sun. Its eyes, like those of a fierce young man, searched the undergrowth and the canopy above. Birds sang and flickered in the weft of leaves. Other small meals foraged through the grasses.


Where a stream sprang over a knot of tree roots, the wolf paused to drink, then leapt the water, padded on.


Down a slope, among the boulders, something was lying. It had lain there since midwinter eighteen years ago. The wolf, reaching it, hesitated again to nose the thing, and assemblage of bones and metal links, tarnished and dropped apart. A human skull in a cap of brown iron rust laughed up at the wolf: Too late for you! The meat was nearly two decades lost. The Raven badge lying in the fern the wolf trod beneath its long foot.


The trees opened half a mile above this spot where a Korhlen soldier had slept his sleep, undiscovered or ignored, since the night of the vampire hunting. The wolf passed up this way and on to the brow of the hill, stopped and seemed to look off to where a great swart chimney pushed from the earth. The Tower, with its hive of necessary buildings clutched to the walls, the Tower village, the ill-made road, and the slovenly inn, everything eased by the springing green, the blossom trees and black fields pricked with grain.


The wolf oversaw the image. Then trotted away along the palisade of pines, shadow once more.


His death began on a day in spring, when he was twenty-one years of age. He did not know. He woke prepared for another sort of terror.


The slave, Boroi, was thumping at the door. When he entered he carried the usual things, the water and razor, the wine and bread.


Mechail said, ‘Do you think I’ve got time for all that, you oaf?’


And as he spoke, Mechail heard his father’s tones and choice of words. He wondered, for a split second, How is it that I imitate him, when I hate him?


The slave in any case had taken no special notice. He set down the accessories of breakfast and shaving, and then stood there, ready to assist, or have himself berated again. Boroi had been a house slave all his forty years, his neck clamped in the bronze slave-torque featuring the Korhlen Raven, his face an old brown juiceless vegetable.


‘Well, do it, then. Shave me.’


As the razor diligently slicked across his jaw, Mechail sat in the carved wooden chair which had once been a possession of his dead mother. He held his body and his mind still. When Boroi wiped his face, Mechail reached out and took the wine and gulped it. Wine had helped him last night. He had ceased caring after the fifth cup. Something had made him stop, too, before he was quite drunk. This morning there was only a slight queasiness that would have been there anyway, seeing what he would have to accomplish.


Boroi dressed him. Mechail needed the slave particularly for that. There was still a slight difficulty over the tunic with its ugly inset panel, unskilfully stitched to accommodate the bulging lumpen shoulder, and in manoeuvring the stiff arm with its well-shaped hand that had no strength. Boroi thrust on Mechail’s boots and found the belt, which had been flung somewhere by the fireplace. In the shield over the hearth, Mechail caught a sudden vision of himself, a mask of bones covered with skin, two pale eyes with black arches of brow, a black rage of hair.


Who am I? A Landholder’s get. For his sins. For mine.


He was full of misery. He had become so used to it. No one must see. They were all his enemies, the father who wanted these things, and the half-brother who aped such wanting, all their friends and hangers-on. The very servants and slaves, before whom nothing must be shown.


This slave was watching him. Mechail caught the stare in the shield, and turned on him. ‘What?’


‘My lord’s knife.’


‘Oh, that. Yes. I’ll be wanting it, won’t I?’


The slave came over and put the knife, honed bright, into Mechail’s good hand.


Something, and he did not know what, made Mechail remember his mother, the last legal wife. He had lost her face long ago, but not the black rain of hair with its weave of silver, her scent, that of a sweet flower which died – he had been just four years old. Someone had said to him that God had taken her, and he had screamed and railed against God. And then the priest beat him. Yes, the day of his mother’s death, the priest took the rod to his back, being careful always to aim at the sound right side. He recalled the strange dichotomy: the shoulder which did not hurt hurting worse then the shoulder which always did.


‘My lord,’ said Boroi.


Mechail glared at him, not seeing, this brown turnip with flint eyes.


‘For the Christus – you’re hurrying me? I know. I’ve an appointment with an enemy from the house of my father’s foes. An Esnias.’ Mechail struck the slave abruptly across the head. It was what his father, his brother Krau – and all their line – would have done. What a man did when a slave strayed unbelievably above his station, in only a little way.


Boroi accepted the blow as his due.


There was no sense yet of spring inside the Tower, but in the yard, as he came down the stair from the Cup Hall, between the two ravens of stone, the spring had found entrance.


He had smelled the spring last night, sparkling yet soft. It had done something to Mechail, like the wine, but less coherently and without aftertaste.


Day’s sunlight splashed about. Green things were growing where they should not and the slaves raking them away from between the stones. A gloss slipped on the ivy that overhung the wall of the Women’s Garden. Above was a wan blue sky with glinting bubbles of cloud.


Below, ten men of his father’s garrison stood in the courtyard, with the tough captain and the elderly priest of watery eyes and wiry hands.


No one spoke to Mechail. They knew their business and expected him to know his.


He did. He had known for five years. Before that, he had never quite believed it.


The slaves in the yard went on raking, but watched with their slavish eyes that, though so often dead and cold, seemed to miss nothing. The groom led Mechail’s horse up him, the docile mare they had given him because he could not manage much, cripple that he was. He was wary of the mare even so, and she knew it. She rolled her chestnut eye at him. He used the bottom step and swung into her saddle, arriving awkwardly as the power of his legs gave way to the half-power of his upper body. His back hurt as it always did in the morning, or late at night. In the summer, sometimes, he was free of pain, but not for long. Exertion brought it home to him again, a demanding guest who knew the way to his door. But he was so used to the pain, it would seldom discompose him.


He kicked at the mare lightly and she started off, solid with contempt. The gates had been dragged wide, and outside lay the bad road, muddy from dawn rain.


Mechail rode through. The captain fell in behind, and the soldiers. The priest walked along, telling his beads, which were a gift from Vre Korhlen’s whore-wife. Painted ceramic globules, or little spheres of coloured glass, and one opal for chastity, and one dull, exquisite emerald for piousness.


The fields spread out under the sky, and at their edges the forest, rising like the humps of a sleeping dragon.


The slaves in the fields paused, most of them, for a few seconds, to peer and stare. They did not risk longer, the overseers would not allow it.


All’s well, Mechail thought, you fetid vermin. All is as it should be. The Landholder’s legal heir is going out to make of himself a man.


First blood.


Krau, the bastard son, he had already done it. Last year. Krau, then aged fifteen, had gone to the grove and used his knife. The feud had still been with Esnias then. This Esnias feud had gone on for a decade. Mechail could recall the horse-stealing and the carrying off of female field slaves which began it.


Out here, recompense from the law was finite and rarely invoked. Even religion was flown in the face of. The Church Fathers had refused Vre Korhlen a third marriage after the death of the Lady Nilya, but even so he took the woman Veksa, sowed and wed her. The priest had joined them. Mechail had not seen the wedding, as they had not let him see the burial of his mother a few months earlier, only the closed vault afterwards. He went there sometimes as a child. But talking to a grave-wall had not helped him. The peasant stories of the voice of the dead one hovering on the wind, though he had credited them, were not able to bring him speech with Nilya.


They turned on to the mill track, past the mill, which was grinding dolorously, and went up towards the forest’s edge.


A woman by a well crossed herself, then returned to drawing water, her strong arms and neck curved to the work.


Mechail would have had to perform her task one-handed.


They had taught him to fight, and forced him to exercise the natural arm, so it was pliant and steely with muscle. (They had taught him to read, too, somewhat, and beaten him for everything when he was lax or stupid.)


He thought early on his right arm paid dearly for the left. He had hated his left side, waist to throat. Perhaps he still did hate it, poor useless thing, a passenger tied on his body.


Krau, the son of the third wife, unrecognized in law, he should have been the heir. Then they might have left the cripple in peace.


Only very occasionally did Mechail, as a child, recollect that, but for the dog which had savaged him in infancy, he would have been like other men.


The track thinned and vanished as they came in under the trees. Ahead was visible the clearing, and there the grove of white birches, nearly naked in their new green.


Of course it was a pagan place. In previous times the Raven Lords had taken clutches of slaves and enemies each year to immolate on the black stone. If there was no war or feud, men were chosen by lot. It had been the fertility ritual for the fields.


Mechail caught himself listening for sounds from the grove. Maybe he had expected the Esnias soldier to be cursing, or screaming. But there was nothing. Only the tinkling notes of birds deeper in the trees.


The mare trod her way forward, the ferns brushing her breast, and the black corrupt pine cones snapping under her hooves.


Then the old priest, Godbrother Beljunion, started his quavering chanting. Mechail tensed, his mouth tight, his eyes fixed burning as if blind, in the ‘look of the Devil’ Beljunion had warned him of as a boy, and thrashed him because of, along with other punishments. Beljunion had come into Mechail’s life in the year of Nilya’s death, a perfect counterpoise, untiring salt in a measureless wound.


Mechail saw the priest with the rod in his hand, old even then. ‘We are, all of us, God’s things. He may do with us as He pleases.’ The child had shrieked that God had taken his mother and had no right. ‘Erase this blasphemy from your thoughts. Know now and for ever, God is God. Accept his will, little fiend.’


Never. I never did. Eyes of the Christus. The will of Vre Korhlen is enough to bear. Hear me, God, I struggle against Your injustice and Your bloody will.


The slim stems of the birches parted and the young man rode into the ancient grove, his head full of invisible flames.


The grass had been high, but recently lopped by the scythe. The black stone leaned at the centre. It was elder as the wood, perhaps. The song of the birds waned, and the light altered, pale and harsh. The sky looked bottomless.


The victim had been tied to the stone. He was from the garrison of the Esnias Tower. In the last days of winter Vre Korhlen’s men had caught him at their hem of the forest. He admitted to being after a girl in the Korhlen village, and to stealing a chicken. At another date, probably he would have been ransomed off, and might thereby have provided a truce between Esnias and Korhlen, perhaps leading to the resolvement of a feud which was not yet open and ceaseless warfare. But it was the wrong time. He should have realized and kept off, for many of the Towers of the northern forest held to old customs.


He was a man in middle life, soon derelict by captivity. He had a seven-day beard, and a couple of his front teeth were smashed, quite discernibly since his mouth hung open. His eyes contrastingly were almost shut, yet they moved, looking for Mechail. The soldier was like a man nearly asleep, gazing after a faintly abnormal sight or noise, not really bothered by it.


He wore only his drawers. The stench of his body was ripe. At some point he had dirtied himself, in fright, but he seemed beyond that now.


Mechail sat on the horse. He thought, I have to kill him.


Two others of Vre Korhlen’s soldiers stood by the stone, and, under a tree, the Landholder’s second steward, the needful witness aside from the captain and priest. Nearby waited the final assistant to the morning’s work, the Tower butcher, detailed, if essential, to complete the act.


The soldiers were forming up around the grove. The priest went straight across to the dazed, filthy Esnias, offering him, with disgusting and shocking arrogance, the silver cross on its chain of pretty beads.


And with an equally appalling acceptance, the Esnias turned his head and put his lolling mouth against the cross.


Beljunion stepped away and lowered his devout eyes, slinking the emerald through and through his fingers.


‘Can I help you, sir?’


Startled, Mechail glanced down, and found a soldier holding the mare, awkwardly, insolently, asking if he should aid the cripple’s descent.


A scalding lash went through Mechail’s belly, his sex and bowels. It had arrived. The moment. It was no longer rumour or threat, dread or nightmare. It was the present, and there was no escaping it.


He hoisted himself and dropped down from the horse.


The Esnias had put his head over on one shoulder, in the posture of the dying Christus. That was revoltingly funny. He looked fully gone now, and breathed like an exhausted sleeper.


Get it right. Don’t botch.


The Esnias was nothing to Mechail, not even meaningful as an enemy. But he would cry out, and the uproar and the spasms of death must be abbreviated.


At least Krau was not here. With a girl, doubtless, maybe one of his half-sisters, the daughters of the first wife that Mechail had never known. The first wife had been addled, and her progeny were fey. They did as they wanted, like cats.


Stop dawdling. Attend to it.


The knife was out, in his right hand. He was walking forward. He wanted to pray that the Esnias soldier was unconscious and would not open his eyes again or look to see who came. But Mechail would not pray. It would do no good.


And yes, at the approaching footfall, the Esnias had rolled up his lids and gazed.


Their eyes met.


Mechail had understood this would happen.


The Esnias grinned. Loose-lipped, he murmured, ‘First blood, eh?’


Mechail must not answer.


He stood now close to the trussed man, between him and the others, and the spring sun, the trees, the pale sacrificial illuminance, and all things.


Mechail heard himself say, ‘It will be quick.’


‘It’ll still rotting hurt me. And then Hell, with all my transgressions.’


‘You fool there is no Hell,’ said Mechail, and drove the knife into the man’s body, horrified and surprised at the resistance of his flesh and muscle, numbed to the blaze of jetting blood hitting his face, stinging in his eyes, and the man’s long wail and the terrible breath. The knife forced up and up so the stomach was carved. Indecently, the white ribs showed, the broken belly-sack, and the flicker of the ending heart.


His sound right shoulder ached from effort. The knife had lodged, and he could not get it free for a minute. The man died. His body relaxed. The pathos of his carcass, defensive and sealed when living, now undressed to its organs.


Mechail had believed he would have to prevent himself at once from vomiting, but he felt only weak and listless as at the onset of fever.


He turned slowly, and his father’s butcher came over the grass, to be certain of the death. Before the man reached the corpse, however, Vre Korhlen’s captain raised his hand and the soldiers of the Korhlen garrison gave a hoarse loud shout. It was a formality.


Blinking the blood from his eyes, Mechail wondered what the blood was.


He found Beljunion in his path.


‘Go home and bathe yourself,’ said the priest. ‘Then get yourself smartly into the chapel.’


‘I know,’ said Mechail. ‘You told me.’


After the pagan rite – the feud-murder – a penance to God. Supposedly a light one.


The slaves would behold him riding home, with the blood – it was the blood that was so wet, and which stung and which stank – the blood upon him as the symbol of his courage and his masculinity.


Out of the mask of bones and skin and blood, his eyes like clear winter water froze upon the priest who had thrashed his child’s back.


‘My knife’s stuck in the Esnias. Someone must get it for me.’


The priest flinched delicately. ‘Tell one of the soldiers.’


‘You tell them, godbrother.’


The priest’s face wriggled, set.


‘Very well, Lord Mechail. You must hurry and wash off the blood, or it will smear your soul.’


I have no soul. Say that to him, say it.


But the ultimate impertinence would not come, not after all the years under his hand.


Mechail turned to his horse. She sidled at the reek of offal. He caught her hair and the bridle to steady himself, pretending the difficulty was with his arm.


He could feel the nausea now, coming rhythmically towards him. He had had much practice in physical control, in holding in tears and questions, dreams and wants and despair.


The core of him was always crying like a bell beneath a lake. He knew its clamour like the beat of his own pulse. But no remedy.


When Mechail went to the chapel, it was past noon, and he had left Beljunion waiting. The slight to God and his priest was not properly intentional. Having got to his chamber, sloughed his clothes and washed his body, he had forced sickness away with the wine that stood ready on the chest. Then he flung himself on the rocking bed and slept. He woke with a pain behind his eyes, a sense of misplacement, and thought for a second it was still to do. But he had done it. It was finished.


The chapel lay behind the Women’s Garden, along a brief avenue that smelled of the peach trees over the wall.


In the cool shadow of an archway some women had grouped, to look at the new-made man. He heard a silly weightless laughter as he approached. He had no friends either among the female tribe. Three of his stepmother’s girls were loitering, and Veksa herself was sitting on a stool, making no pretence; she had come to see.


She had been got pregnant at fourteen by the Vre, and never since, having proved her worth with Krau. They said her quaint ways between the sheets meanwhile kept the Landholder happy. She had brought a rich dowry too. She was no Tower Lady, but a miller’s daughter. The eager dad had put her forward one evening when his lord was hunting the edges of Korhlen land. She was herself a forward wench, large-breasted and sleek, with a vixen’s face, and yellow hair uncommon in the north. She had waxed taller and sleeker in the Tower, used to her own way. Where a peasant woman could be a hag at twenty, at more than thirty Veksa stayed young. Her hair was abundant still and coloured like saffron, some flowing free and some bound up in a plait stabbed with amber pins. For Mechail, who had seen her since his fifth year, she never exactly grew mature, only more apparent. Today the white linen dress was thickly bordered with embroideries of birds and cornflowers, and her wrists were composed of bangles. The sly, slanted smoke-blue eyes were what made her face so dangerous. He did not like to meet them, or any piece of her.


As he came level with the women, he wondered if Veksa would speak. He went by, she did not.


He had reached the chapel door before she called out.


‘No courtesy? Not for the godbrother, not for his lord’s wife?’


Mechail stopped. Without looking back, he said, ‘Good day to you, Lady.’


‘And good day to you, sir.’


And the girls chorused: ‘Good day, Lord Mechail.’


He put his hand on the chapel door.


‘Mechail,’ called Veksa, ‘Felicities on your first blood.’


The women were not recommended to mention this deed.


He knew also that Krau had had bets laid the Landholder’s heir would fail. At sixteen Mechail had been confronted by an eleven-year-old Krau strutting before him, his knife sticky with the gore of a pig-killing. Krau had said: ‘Do you know about the first blood? You have to kill a man. Not in a fight, but cold, on the stone. And you’ll mess yourself. You’ll faint.’


Mechail pushed the door. It gave. The hollow of the chapel offered itself, the bright window, and Beljunion’s form at the altar.


Veksa exclaimed suddenly: ‘My father’s dogs had better manners.’ She was always boastful of her lowly inception.


Mechail walked into the chapel, where the next adversary was readying to meet him.


Godbrother Beljunion had spent some time preparing for this interview. He had anticipated Mechail’s delay. The godbrother was a little frightened, as now and then he had been before when dealing with Mechail Korhlen, the Devil-cursed.


The godbrother knew the superstitions of these forest peoples very well, for he had been born in the northern forest. His schooling and religious training at Khish instilled in him the principles of rigid faith, and a mathematical attitude towards happenings occult or profane. He did not believe in the events as they had been portrayed to him – the winged creature at the neck of the child, the fall, the flight, the hunting from which only stragglers had returned without news, even the captain vanishing in the snow-locked winter waste. It was all an anecdote, dramatized into credence. Vampires, those servants of Hell, were unreal in themselves, yet nevertheless abroad on the earth as ciphers, and warnings. What had truly occurred that night in the child’s infancy Beljunion did not choose to fathom, but he was sure of its interpretation. The child was under the thrall of the demoniac. It might break out at any hour, even as the ignorant fears of the Landholder had inclined to predict. But it was not that the boy would become a demon. It was that already – and perhaps immutably – evil had him in its grasp.


Evil was the element then which Godbrother Beljunion had tried so hard to keep at bay, to beat out of him by the rod, and starve out with fasting.


Now the priest waited beside the altar, under the small burning lamp that symbolized God’s attention, and the afternoon window poured brilliance upon the young man who walked slowly towards him.


Mechail did not know. They had never told him the mythic story, afraid it would bring him on the sooner to some crisis of malevolence.


Nor did he know, evidently, in other ways, what he was.


An innocent, a burnished apple aware only of the maggot eating its heart.


Aside from the ruined left side, the body was tall and leanly muscled, while a shifting promise of rarity in the child had by now fulfilled itself. An animal face, between cat and wolf, chiselled to the features of a human beauty, with savage eyes, half mad, irresistible. Not only handsomeness but some sort of potent power, male and lawless.


Beljunion had had to set himself against this also. A need to touch or to caress found its outlet in the striking rod.


He had, of course, his interpretation for that, too. He was not at a loss, not ashamed. It was the Devil alone he had to fear.


‘Have you cleansed yourself?’


‘Oh, yes, godbrother.’


‘Have you prayed?’


‘No. I got drunk, and needed to sleep it off.’


Beljunion classified this as the defiance the unsure child had formerly shown him.


‘Then we will pray now.’


Mechail looked at him. For a moment the priest sensed an urge to opposition far stronger than any Mechail had ever displayed. But it faded.


‘Kneel,’ said the priest sternly. He was relieved when Mechail obeyed.


Beljunion looked down upon the bowed head in its luxuriance of hair, the straight shoulder and the distorted rock which made up the other. The couth body seemed turned to stone at that juncture, the arm was like some petrified substance – it had barely the shape of an arm.


The priest commenced his prayer for the forgiveness of sin, and Mechail spoke the responses at each proper place.


‘You have killed a man, Mechail Korhlen. It’s the tradition here, but blood was spilled. Do you confess this error?’


‘As you say.’


‘Do you confess this error?’


‘I do confess it.’


‘You will not take meat for three days. You will abstain from hard drink for three days. Each morning for five days, on rising, you will repeat the prayer of contrition beginning Father, in my fault. This is for the protection of your soul.’


‘And did you protect the soul of Krau in this way?’


The priest was faintly shocked. He disliked and feared the Landholder’s illegal son, the part-bastard Krau, in an ordinary fashion. Krau was a ruffian. Had Beljunion awarded him a penance for first blood? If so, it would not have been observed – or maybe Krau would have had the hideous dwarf (his pet for three years) carry it out in his stead.


‘We are concerned with your sins and needs, Mechail, not those of your brother.’


Beljunion moved away from the altar, and crossing to the screen, he passed behind it. On the wall, flanked by the gilded faces of two saints, was the carved and painted cupboard containing sanctified wine.


The priest blessed himself, and opening the cupboard, drew out the cup. It was of iron, cold and heavy. The dregs of wine looked black, and from them rose a sour sharp taint. He regretted the poverty of the wine. But there, even the best that went to the high table was not much daintier.


As he turned to take the reconciling sip to Mechail, an old memory came upon the old priest. It stayed him, the cup in his hands.


Why think of this? This peculiar, this haunting and troubling and unsuitable thing? It was not the Korhlen sacrifice – he had long ago reasoned that out of his mind as something else he must put up with, in order to save them in other ways. Not that. It was the kneeling man, the weight of the cup …


His ordainment into the lower ranks of the priesthood had been at Khish. The town had seemed important to him then. Oddly, distanced from it by years, and the uncivilization to which he was sent back, these woods, he saw by now that Khish had not been much.


The church was grey, holed and chipped like a mildewed cheese. He had knelt for the Watching, three hours with the others on the icy floor, before the dim steep altar. Here they must remain until ordination should sweep down on them like a golden wind, with candles and singing. Then, the uplifting, the magic of the wine which became the blood of the Christus, the transforming of men into priests.


There had been fasts and prayers, weeks of them. There had been the endless inquisition of faith, the testing, the tricks, to be sure.


Dizzy and chilled, Beljunion knelt on the church floor, sometimes feeling he would swoon and sprawl, at other times merely impatient, and sweating. His legs were burning wires and knobs of cramp. Surreptitiously he tried, over and again infinitesimally to ease them.


And throughout, he yearned, lusted for a revelation, some special hint of God, to whom he was offering up his life.


He had supposed it was a vision. But maybe it was a fantasy. Afterwards he was by turns proud of it – and unnerved. It did not fit the scheme of his holiness. He took time to learn to see it in his terms of cipher, to explain it away as something other than it was.


Now, as then, almost with the same intensity (yet surely not), the image rose unbidden, like a bud in water.


He had seemed to be, aptly, in a vast forest. But it was not the forest of his physical beginnings. The trees were of gigantic size and ascended apparently for miles into a canopy of perfect blackness. The lower boughs, the foliage, the undergrowth, were dense and curiously wound together. There appeared no way through this wood, and in the darkness everything was visible and yet impassable.


He knelt on the earth as he had knelt so long before the altar of Khish church. He still felt the discomforts of his knees and thighs and spine. But no longer did he try to alleviate them.


He knew, with deep, motionless excitement, that something came towards him, out of the forest.


It was the foreground which moved aside. And there, against the tapestry of the unending trees, was a tree greater than the rest, a trunk like a basalt pillar that soared into eternity or nothingness.


Below the tree stood a young man. He was quite nude, but his unblemished and proportioned body was itself a garment, and embellished at the head and neck by a hood of glowing hair.


When he raised his hand, Beljunion had seen that, from the wrist like ivory, ran a ribbon of crimson blood, while by the other hand a cup was held to catch it. Everything was defined, even the cup was glassy black, like jet.


The blood, the priest thought, in an ecstasy, the blood of the Redeemer—


And in the second that the picture winked away he reached out to take and drink the blood of the young god out of the wood, pagan and intrinsic, the altar-icon of the Christus, and not God at all, some wondrous, awful, inexplicable essence – long since explained and exorcized.


The old priest stood gripping the iron cup of the Korhlen chapel.


He shuddered, and muttered a phrase of protection.


And beyond the screen, heard Mechail’s restlessness as he too kneeled there, waiting.


Withhold the cup. He deserves nothing. The soul is spoiled.


But it was only a few dregs of sour wine, what did it matter? No, no, the invoked presence of the Christus lingered in them.


The priest broke out around the screen, almost trotting, hurrying to Mechail.


In a hoarse ramble, he spoke the final prayer, and Mechail’s pale eyes glanced at him, searchingly.


‘Drink,’ said the priest, ‘for here is the wine of the Immolation. Did he not say to them, This is my blood.’


He put the iron cup against Mechail’s mouth.


Mechail sipped the dregs of the wine. His brain was suddenly full of a beating of red wings, and the word blood flew there in its many forms. But the wine was only vinegar, and he got it down.


The spring dusk spangled with rain. The sinking sun went into the forest. In the Korhlen village, as in the cots and huts of the wood, they would like as not be casting a handful of meal on to the cook fire, a sacrifice to the sun that he should return. In the Tower kitchen it went on too, if the overseer was absent.


Mechail could recall the slave woman, his nurse faint as a wraith in his memory, casting meal or breadcrumbs in the hearth. But elsewhere she had been lax. The biting dog had reached Mechail because of her carelessness. They had whipped her, and she died. This he could remember nothing of. There was a sort of empty subsidence in his mind at this point. The first events of childhood existed, then after the emptiness began whorled tunnels of pain and fever. But illness had visited him often as a child, such recollections were not unusual. And somehow also his brain had reworked time. For it seemed to him, looking back, he had never had a sound left arm; even before the dog he was a cripple, although that was not the case.


He slept again, following the attrition of the chapel. The day passed as, approaching it in dread, he would have thought impossible.


But tonight, in the Cup Hall, surely there must come an acknowledgement. When Krau killed his victim, there was boasting, all his crew of admirers and henchlings vaunting him, shouting and howling. The dwarf turning somersaults. And the Landholder that permitted it. He had even allowed the open naming of the act, before the women and after the table grace was said.




Chapter Three


A scene carved in yellow amber, the Korhlen Cup Hall. The candles were an hour lit, swollen with drippings thicker than a man’s wrist. The brands burned and smoked. Over the stonework a skeleton of pine rafters, and from these wooden bones, the swords and lances hanging down, and the rust and green banner with its purple Raven, above the high table.


The Korhlen Hall had overlooked the first ferocious triumphs as the land was wrested and the oaths were made. Feasts and betrothals, some dozen murders, a score of fights that left dead men for meat in the trenchers. The forest was a wild place still, and even now on certain nights formality broke down once the women took their leave. It became then a cave of firelight and male noise, drink, dice and brawling.


At the high table the Landholder had positioned himself for dining, with his garrison captain to his right. They appeared to be discussing the virtues of a new pair of mailed gloves that lay between the salt cellar and the wine. The priest was habitually seated nearby, sorting his beads, preparing to say the grace. On the women’s side, to the lord’s left hand, the Lady Veksa was herself engaged in a conniving giggling converse with two familiars. But the Korhlen daughters, missing in one way, were, as normal, missing too in person.


Right of the table, the places of the Korhlen sons stood, both of them vacant.


The remainder of the high, wide room was perched with Korhlen’s human creatures, making their preparatory feeding din. The servants moved about with a first service of wine and bread. And at the massive hearth halfway up the Hall, six or seven black and brown dogs, pack leaders and favourites, poised quivering to the rising scent of food. Two of these gleam-eyed dogs were Krau’s, unmistakable, for he kept them muzzled, having trained them to viciousness.


Mechail, who had some cause to dislike any dog, paid them no attention as he came in at the south door, crossed by the hearth, and proceeded up the Hall.


The servants made avenues for him, and his father’s men and women offered customary nods and dipping eyelids. Mechail gazed before him, as if seeing none of them. It was his only method of dealing with this nightly walk.


Underfoot, the flagstones, painted with stale raw ochre and red, drew the eye senselessly, their patterns observed so often they were meaningless. His father’s stare was on him; that he could tell, without a glance. Unmet, Mechail knew also the instant it was withdrawn.


Krau’s chair was empty; the dwarf was absent from the Hall.


Mechail reached the high table.


‘Lord father.’


He spoke the expected address quickly and loudly. (In childhood, he had been wont to slur and mumble it, acutely embarrassed that he must draw down notice on himself. But the courtesy omitted could earn a blow. Several times Vre Korhlen had cuffed his boys at the board. It was what fathers did. Krau made not much of it. Mechail had received correction differently, inwardly.)


Now again his father’s eyes veered at him, moved away.


‘Yes. Take your seat, Mechail.’


Take your seat. Was this to be all?


Startled despite himself, Mechail found he had looked into his father’s face, to meet the enduring things he met there always.


Korhlen’s was a countenance of light northern skin, black bearded, black haired, with no decline to grey, carved deep on brow and jaws. A plate of stone, but for the mouth, which was loose, a pink beast in the undergrowth. Wise writings in books told you you might judge a man’s character by his features, yet for this mouth there was no supporting evidence, save maybe in the presence of Veksa, the whore-wife.


‘Sit, then. Sit, I said.’


The stone turned itself back to the captain and the metal gloves.


The captain had been there, at the grove. He must have spoken.


Mechail reached for a ewer of unmixed wine. His arm and hand were shaking tautly, as if after too fierce exercise. He saw Beljunion flicker his priest eyes – strong drink had been forbidden – but there was no penance if there was no recognition of the deed. Mechail filled his cup, and as he did so, heard the servers’ door opening at his back.


‘Good evening, lord father!’ sang out the voice.


Krau, the second son, had come in at the door behind the table. It was his most frequent route.


He jaunted around the board, and from the Hall welled up at once the choral greetings, the raised goblets, which Krau admitted with a flaunting wave. He went to Veksa, and kissed her hand. And she reached up to rub the smooth plane of his cheek.


Krau had always been a good-looking boy. He had his mother’s blond hair, tilting smoky eyes. His body was athletic and strong, without discrepancy. Tonight he had come wearing his best, as if for a festival: the scarlet tunic Veksa’s girls had been half a year embroidering with yellow fruit and silver bears, with the shirt of darker red visible through eyelets of soft gold. Gold wristlets, and a gold cross for a buckle on the calf-hide belt. His breeches were doeskin, he had hunted them himself. His boots he had taken from a well-dressed Esnias captain last summer, after a fight in enemy woods.


Krau straightened from his mother. He smiled directly at Mechail.


The smile was all complicity. It said: Well, we know, don’t we?


Several times as a small boy Krau, or Krau’s small boy’s smile, or his casually trusting hand seeking Mechail’s, the sudden unlooked-for sharing of something – such as these had misled Mechail. For a day or a moment they had made him believe Krau might be vulnerable. Until little Krau drew him where little Krau wished him to go, at which the curtain lifted and truth came out, articulate as a sharpened stick.


Now, Mechail knew that the smile was a promise.


He met the sixteen-year-old eyes of Krau, and his flesh stung under the skin. Krau intended to recognize the deed at the black stone.


‘Where’s the dwarf?’ asked Veksa, as if on a cue. Krau’s eyes in her face slid now to Mechail, and her own special smile slipped across her mouth like a worm.


‘Oh, Dwarfy will be coming in.’


‘So funny,’ she said, ‘what he can do.’


‘Yes, I hope it will tickle us.’


‘Krau,’ said the Landholder, ‘sit.’


There was only a terse idleness in the tone. No reprimand, or inquiry.


Krau bowed to his father. He moved to his seat, one chair’s breadth from Mechail.


‘How’s the wine tonight?’ said Krau to his elder brother. ‘It’s been filthy stuff. Old Beljunion cranks up better.’


The priest nervously caught the words, told his beads.


Vre Korhlen said clearly, not looking at Krau again, ‘If you bring your pet to table, keep him in check.’


The pet (the dwarf), in the opinion of the Tower, was not human, but a magical devil-thing, part beast, part sprite. Krau had stolen or purchased it from travellers at some forest drinking hut. The facts were vague. At the time the Landholder had beaten Krau, but then the dwarf proved an entertainment. He could perform acrobatics, and mimic the articulation of animals and men. Those that fell from favour in the Tower were fair game. Although sometimes the forms of the mockery were subtle, barely discernible by any but their object, they were feared. Krau had not employed the dwarf in forms of subtle mockery against Mechail for more than a twelvemonth. Perhaps Veksa had persuaded her son it was not currently clever.


How often Mechail had longed to leave the Hall. Sensing the pressure of Krau’s will, his instinct was to bolt. But one learned to suppress instinct.


The priest got up and said the grace. Now the dishes of food were coming. A roasted pig for the high table, crackling in its fat, with sauces of green apples and rosy berries, and side dishes of dumplings and sausage. An elaborate dinner; as though to mark something.


It was possible to smell death in the hot pork, but somehow the meal was to be swallowed.


Krau nudged Mechail. ‘That’s it. You fill your hungry belly, brother. Didn’t I say you had a strong stomach?’


Krau’s hand lay out by the plate, in its wristlet and its gold ring. Mechail had the urge to drive into that hand the two-pronged table fork.


There was a fresh burst of noise from the Hall below. It came in a wave and hit against the Vre’s table.


‘What’s this?’ Mechail heard his father say, in a deep, easy voice. ‘Something of yours, Krau?’


‘I, my lord? Mine?’


Mechail looked up.


The noise had sunk to a mingled murmur of wondering and cautious disapproval. Faces were turning to see how the lord took it, Krau’s new joke.


Into the Hall had come two of Krau’s closest attendants, sons of the armourer. They wore hunting leathers and looked sheepish, grinning up at Krau’s place hopefully. Between them they propelled a monstrous thing on wooden wheels. There was a black mound to it, from which protruded the pealed boughs of young birches. But the mound also moved a touch, and it seemed likely a further pair of men might be contained under its drape. Nevertheless, it was plain what it represented, for to the mound of cloth and men and boughs was strapped a bloated effigy, a straw-man such as they made for the malicious surrogate burnings of escaped felons. The doll had crude features, a mop of black wool hair, and its enormous gut was clad in a ruddy tunic of the Esnias Tower.


Krau stood.


‘What do you mean by it?’ he shouted down at his servant-cronies.


‘Ah, well, sir,’ said the burlier of the armourer’s boys, bolder now Krau took the lead, ‘it’s a foe of the Korhlens we caught in the wood.’


‘Death is the only answer, for an Esnias wretch,’ said Krau. ‘But who is to supply it?’


Mechail was dazedly sure that he betrayed nothing. His body had shut into a rictus. He could not move even his head to see what his father did, whether or not Vre Korhlen would sanction this. The Hall was utterly silent. Some of the women’s faces were slightly shocked, but none antagonistic. They waited to learn which way the cat would jump.


And Vre Korhlen said not a word.


‘Well, then,’ said Krau. ‘Who shall it be? Our champion?’ Mechail perceived at his eye’s corner Krau’s inquiring gaze, which fluttered over him, and was gone. ‘Look there. There he comes.’


And in at the south door shunted forward by another of Krau’s playful band, careered a terrible entity of abuse and dream.


The Hall broke into laughter, could not help it. They found this type of show so droll.


The dwarf rode upon one of Krau’s malignant dogs, a brown bitch, bridled and saddled like a chestnut mare. The dwarf was clad in dark clothes, with a long dagger at his hip – it was tin, for nothing beyond a carving knife came to the Hall tables. Tin notwithstanding, the effect of garb and weapon was to recreate the morning apparel of the heir. (They must have asked questions.) The dwarf’s small humped back, always a paraphrase of Mechail’s shoulder, had been accommodatingly padded more on the left side. The dwarf wore his black hair in elf-locks. His face was painted greenish. No sooner were rider and dog-horse in the Hall, and the laughter fading for a second tumult, than the dwarf began to evince extreme paroxysms of fright.


And leaning up on to a table, he made a fearful gagging, and from his mouth a brown frog leapt, and darted away into a chaos of starts, sleeves and curses.


One of Krau’s men piped: ‘Eeh, poor him. How he trembles and must puke!’


And now, on another table, it was a granary mouse, sprinting under the breads and blood puddings. In a whirl of skirts, women rose squeaking. Men guffawed and aimed blows at the dwarf.


Evasive, the dwarf rode on. He had reached the straw man strapped to the black stone of cloth and boughs and Krau’s friends. The dwarf could not dismount. He contorted and floundered. The Hall bellowed.


‘Assist a poor cripple!’ bleated Krau’s spokesman.


Mechail, his body a wound chain of iron, sat expressionless and still, with Krau a blond-bright shadow at his side.


Krau’s companions lifted the dwarf tenderly from the dog, which skewed and tried to bite them through the muzzle. There was tremendous mirth. They were banging their goblets on the table now. The women’s faces were red with joy.


The dwarf approached the strapped effigy.


The dwarf wept. Handfuls of lead coins clanked on to the paving from his eyes.


Drawing his dagger-sword of tin, the dwarf lunged abruptly at the great belly of straw, which split, exploded. The dwarf sprang into the midst of it in a cloud of chaff, and from the interior began to pitch things out. They fell riotous upon the table-tops, the bodices of dresses – sweets, feathers, bells.


The Cup Hall of the Korhlens rang with merriment and outcry. It was hard enough to catch any individual note. Yet Mechail did so. Beyond Krau’s attentive smiling silence, it came, the parody of a sound. Their father’s loud, true laughter.


As he pulled himself to his feet, Mechail relinquished vision, hearing and reason. Through a roiling gale of colours and obstacles, of clattering and grunting, he pushed a way. He used the convenient servers’ door, as had his brother. No one stayed him. The butt of their joke, even so maybe they had forgotten he was there.


‘What’s the matter with you? What have I reared? I’d say a girl, but a girl would have better spirit. By God. Your daft sisters have more spunk. He’d never try his tricks on them.’


Vre Korhlen spoke the words as an incantation, harsh and blunt, the shield of his body between himself and this man, his son. As he glared into the face of Mechail (named for a saint, her fancy, damn her over, even dead), the Landholder did not see in fact Mechail. Only the shell of him. The disappointment. And some other furtive thing Vre Korhlen had never named at all.


‘He made a jest of me.’


Mechail was stammering slightly. It happened in his childhood often.


‘Yes. A laughing stock. And how do you answer? You run away.’


‘What should I do in the Hall—’


‘Why something, anything, before God.’


In a white face, Mechail’s eyes looked nearly black.


‘I heard,’ said Mechail. ‘I heard you laugh.’


Vre Korhlen now turned physically aside. He was embarrassed and would not display or admit to it. Beneath his external rock, a host of contradictory surges struggled sluggishly in the compost of years. Some piece of the Vre understood that to be amused by this unlucky son was a protection and solace. That, by casting him off in the mind, there was a practice for something crueller and more definite. And too, farther, deeper in the sludge, lay the memory he had put others to guard against. The demon scar upon Mechail. To laugh at it thrust it off, made of it a lie.


Vre Korhlen filled his cup with wine and took a striding step across the chamber, exercising the thick powerful body that disliked ever to be quiet.


‘You are your mother,’ he said. ‘Nilya. That whey face, whining, martyred. Milk for blood. She died bringing me you. It was you killed her off. Nothing but trouble from you. Stir yourself. Fight your fights as you please, don’t come whimpering to me. Find something to make me laugh at Krau.’


‘Krau is straight-backed.’


‘Krau is a man.’ Vre Korhlen smashed down his cup and spilled the wine. ‘Do you think no other ever came out warped? Your grandfather had a twisted leg. He could outride the best. Nor it never stopped him at work in a woman. If any man jibed at him, the lout never did it twice.’


‘Are you telling me, sir, to kill Krau?’


Vre Korhlen crossed to his son and slapped him, glancingly, across the cheek.


‘Don’t gob such talk at me.’


Mechail stood before him. He was the taller, and, to any who had looked, the better made. The ruined shoulder was like a badge upon him, some farce beauty had flung up to mock the remainder of a cloddish world. But he did not know, and would not have believed or cared.


‘Then I’m to settle it myself,’ he said, choking on the enigma, for he was not to harm Krau and he was not to endure Krau. He must accept but also divorce ridicule. Miracles. It would be miracle enough to live here among enemies, and one day, when this stinking bear died in some fit of his lust or drink, to become himself the Landholder. He, Mechail. If it came it would be the labour of a day for Krau to be rid of him. He must always have seen, Mechail, but never so clear, like broken mirror in the mud of this.


Mechail gave his father the clipped bow without which one could not leave the presence. They demanded their courtesies in the stye.


You killed her off. Nilya, his mother. He remembered her lying in the hard bed of a side chamber, put away from her husband not to disturb him. And to Mechail she whispered, ‘Don’t touch me—’ saying he would be hurt by touching her, as if a dreadful heat or poison lingered on her surfaces.


So that was love – what he had felt for her. Back across a void of time. That was love. Her fear for him. Grief and loss and terror … were love.


The women’s apartments of the Korhlen hold spread through a stone and wood warren behind the gardens, where in elder times they would have been strictly segregate. Painted wooden balconies overhung from the windows of the apartments, many of which were tenantless, their lower floors allotted to the use of female servants.


A lengthening dusk had merged into a dark. From the patches of grass beneath the balconies might be heard the scurry of rodents. Birds slept in the thatch of roofs. Such human traffic as passed this way trod carefully, particularly by night.


It was Boroi who travelled here now. He had been allowed a visit to a woman, for the getting of children among the slaves was organized and diligent. If he had enjoyed the short, designated convulsion, was not to be judged.


Above, there came a soft rustle along a balcony. It might be ivy moving to the tempo of the night wind, Boroi did not check his pace. Nor did he, when an unseen missile thumped down into the grass, jib or swerve to find its origin.


A ribbon of wordless sound unwove from darkness.


About a pair of wooden posts, two pale women-girls were coiled like two pale cats. They also had names, but now went by suitable cat-titles: Puss, and Chi.


One day either or both might be given in wedlock (though they were past the normal marriageable age), to consolidate some union of Towers. The bridegrooms would reap thereby a wry harvest. Until that season, Korhlen’s daughters did as they wished.


Boroi had disappeared, but they did not care. They were looking for Krau. He had said he would come to call on them, and they had heeded, for he sometimes gave them sexual pleasure. Their antics caused him to laugh, and this too they obscurely liked, that they could amuse. At other persons they regularly threw things from the balcony. Once they had put out the eye of a slave. Puss had been distressed, but Chi did not mind it.


‘Is he coming along the walk?’ asked Puss now, seemingly of her sister, as both leaned from the rail.


‘Is he?’ asked Chi in return.


Perhaps they asked, in reality, the night.


But Krau was not on the walk, as yet.


‘I shall sit in his lap; he’ll fondle me,’ said Puss.


Neither looked her age. Strangeness had preserved them. Their hair was blonder than the hair of Krau or Veksa. They were albinos, and had left the womb Puss within minutes of Chi.


There was no light to see their eyes, which were pink.


Vre Korhlen had not deemed himself cursed firstly with Mechail.


The orchard garden was a cloud of peach and mulberry trees, through which a thin moon slowly slit with its silver razor. A night bird sometimes sang there, but not this evening.


Dull lights hung on the Tower and in one or two of the places about, but humankind was packing itself down in its byres or beds. Deadened and blinded after dark, men slept. While in the forest, things with eyes of steel awoke and went about their errands.


Mechail waited among the orchard trees. He was attending on his brother. Krau would most probably come by this path, towards the women’s buildings, after sufficient carouse in the Cup Hall. It was the usual formula with him, following a success, to seek the female servants, or his sisters.


Mechail had never had a woman. Even in dreams, he had not partaken. Awake, he burned, as Scripture called it, for hatred of his own body precluded he make love to it.


What Krau did, astride the flesh of women, Mechail knew only from the farmyard.


He did not think of that, or of the wine he had drunk as he waited. He had no idea what he would do. His mind was an empty, scorching wound. He itched with his anger. Again and again he felt the forcing pressure of the knife as it gutted the Esnias soldier. But he had come unarmed.


On three occasions there were huge shouts from the Cup Hall. He listened, as if to alien beings over the border of another country.


And it was under the cover of the third shout that Krau came walking through the trees.


He carried no lamp. He moved limber and stealthy, careful in case, despite everything, his father should gainsay these exploits, of which otherwise he made small secret. He himself, bold handsome Krau, appeared very little as he stole between the trunks in the weird and fractured moonlight.


The bounding of blood in his ears had perhaps deafened Mechail, or his concentration was too much on one point.


Suddenly the foliage above him rushed and broke, took weight and fell down. The impact tumbled Mechail. He dropped, and the parasite arm was crushed. He did not cry out. Something clawed and clung to him – it was the beast which had shot from the tree. Mechail struck at it. It was gone.


Krau poised above him, grinning grey under the moon. The dwarf frolicked at Krau’s side, with leaves in his hair. The dwarf still had on the jape-clothes, was still ‘Mechail’.


‘Good night, brother,’ said Krau. ‘Dwarfy sussed you good and well. Some assignation? Or did you loiter for me?’


Able to use only his right arm, Mechail levered himself from the earth to which the falling dwarf had thrown him. Krau leaned over, helped.


There,’ said Krau, and dragging Mechail’s head forward, kissed him on the lips.


Mechail lashed out. The blow did not reach its target. Krau had danced aside.


‘Don’t bash me,’ said Krau, gently. ‘It’s not my fault he didn’t rate you. The dad’s a pig-sot.’


Mechail had heard Krau’s insults of their father before. They were worthless.


The razor of the moon crested the trees. It shone into the eyes of the dwarf-man by Krau’s waist. The eyes of the dwarf were old and cold, cored of life, though he grimaced and made voiceless gestures of jollity.


‘Well, what do you want?’ said Krau.


‘Fight me,’ said Mechail.


‘Fool. I could kill you. Only then there’d be a to-do.’


The world seemed to spin. Mechail flinched from them, those torturers; they were changed in the darkness.


‘Come on, come see your sisters,’ Krau said. ‘I’m drunk. You be, too. Come and play with Chi and Puss. And then, we’ll hunt Esnias. Give the piss-hog dad something to witness. Not a tied-up slave. Real killing.’


‘Esnias,’ repeated Mechail. He needed all at once to tell Krau how it had been, to murder the soldier at the stone. But he knew better. And anyway, Krau had done this thing. He knew.


‘The woods are full of the bastards, Gaj told me. We’re going hunting after midnight. The woods are full of women, too.… Did you know? Devilish girls bathing in pools. Girls shut in bothies, scared, won’t unbar the door, then following you away through the trees, with thin hot faces. Let’s sweat off this dirty wine, eh, brother?’


The dwarf had approached Mechail, staring up with eldritch eyes. It was as if Mechail had seen neither of them ever in his life, the dwarf or his half-brother.


If I go with him, it’s another game, some means to dupe me. What does it matter? What’s left? Let him. Maybe I can slice him in the wood. Maybe I can kill all Esnias men now.


Veksa, the miller’s daughter, entered the bedchamber softly. Her lush hair was loose upon her shoulders, from one of which her mantle had somewhat slipped. Meanwhile she was decorous, her hands clasped before her bosom. She was not afraid in the least, though the summons had been peremptory, tonight.


Her husband, the Landholder, she found drinking and fully clothed, his face swarthy with wine. He scowled at her.


‘Now I’ll hear you,’ he said.


Veksa felt the customary contemptuous liking she had always known so perfectly to disguise. She had never feared him, not even the first time in her father’s bed. Men could be dealt with. And the lord was only a man. He had lifted her up; she did what she wanted.


‘Husband,’ she said, using as ever the address common among peasants, ‘if Krau’s done wrong, you’ll chastise him and he won’t make any fuss. You know that. He reveres you. I’m just the woman, the mother. I was surprised by his antics. But then, I confess – I laughed.’


As her Landholder had laughed. She had watched for that, and seen it, eaten it up. Her son was canny. He had taken after his mother, there. Only his riskiness was male, silly. But then, it had not failed, the trick. She needed only to get it out of him now, her black-beard, his admission, and not even aloud.


‘Mechail is my heir. He was made a clown of.’


‘Oh, Krau’s jealous. If he thinks Mechail gets more of your regard, Krau tries to make you look at him instead. Boys.’


‘The rite at the stone isn’t to be mocked.’


‘I see it was Mechail he mocked, not the rite. But then again,’ she said swiftly, with liquid mildness, ‘perhaps it seemed to Krau you and your trusted men were at a loss, how to recognize publicly the significance of the rite … in the case of Mechail.’


Vre Korhlen turned to her, glowering. Stupid. How should she quake at that, she who knew him better than his own dam? But she lowered her eyes, kept quiet.


‘My legal heir, Veksa. You understand that, so does our bloody boy—’ (She noted the familial cast, Our boy, Krau. It was the other who was the bastard in everything but fact.) ‘There’ll be a punishment.’


Veksa did not smile, outwardly. She digested the sweetness, the brevity of his annoyance with her son, ending in this token smack.


‘Of course, husband. It was a game, but he’ll see reason. Perhaps he wanted to spare you, make a light thing of it, but he’ll be ready to take what you give. Strike him. Whatever you like. Krau loves his father. He’s staunch.’


Vre Korhlen’s face was all she had predicted, now. He was so workable. But it was easy to guide a man to what he wanted. When the time came, it would be easy too for Krau to assay the last step. Besides, he was popular and feared in the Tower, looked up to, things the other one had never tried to be, the cripple. For a moment, unwary, Veksa considered the cripple, there in the bedroom, as her husband imbibed his wine. (He’ll have a heavy head in the morning. I’ll need to brew my potion.) Mechail, wrapped in a mystery, some curious tale she had never properly unearthed, ferret after it as she had. Like a shadow he was, some half-creature of the wood – she had been told enough stories of that kind, in her infancy. Mechail was not exactly as malleable as the others. Beneath his misleading garments of shame and arrogance, a depthless water had beckoned. If he had been some underling, and she differently placed, it could have been pleasing to try of what he was made.


‘Where is he?’ (He means Krau.) ‘Still swilling in my Hall? He’ll stop that.’


‘I think he gathers up his friends there for a – hunt,’ said Veksa. ‘He never speaks of those things to me, but there’s a look he gets.’


Vre Korhlen put down his cup. ‘Esnias?’


‘They’ve been a worry to the village on your land. It’s early to take your soldiers raiding. I think he wants to clear your woods a little for you, husband, before you engage the feud again. I’ve heard, those Esnias are nearly as scared of your son as of you.’ She stole closer, as if at some irresistible persuasion. ‘Will I pour another cup for you?’


‘Yes. And bring it to bed.’


He rubbed her breast suddenly with his hand. Veksa pressed herself to him, and licked his lip. He pulled her nearer and kissed her, filling her mouth with his tongue. The difficulty was over.


Presently, they would be abed, and she would tell him she was parched for one very wicked sinful drink that the priests would refuse her. And she would fill her mouth again, another way, with the stub of his organ. She would lip and suck and he would writhe there helpless, uttering obscenities and moaning to God, this authoritative and dangerous man. Long, long ago, the old aunt who taught her had assured Veksa no man would protest a lack of children if she gave him this. And making believe her own frenzy, she would swallow down the semen on which, at the start, she often might have gagged. She would swallow it now in a happiness of scorn and power.


Adept at her task, able to allow her thoughts to stray, she did wonder if her bawdy son had found any woman in the Tower to award him such a thrill.


As for the other, for priestly, chill Mechail, she doubted he would let any female so practise on him. He would be wary of the mouths of women, the apple lips, the serpent’s tongue, the biting teeth.


They reached the apartment by a crumbling stair. Puss heard them as they trod down the vine. She manifested between the balcony posts.


‘Meow,’ said Puss. The sisters themselves knew they were cats.


‘Is it Puss? Come here, let me see,’ said Krau. Puss came to him and he made sure of her the way he always did, opening the buttons of her bodice, finding her right breast, with its nipple, pale as some candy, encircled by tiny freckles. Puss purred and reached in turn to caress Krau in the manner he had shown her. ‘Tonight,’ said Krau, ‘I’ve brought my hungry brother.’


Over Krau’s shoulder lifted the moon of Puss’ face in a cirrus of hair. Her eyes were like drops of venom. Mechail stared back at her.


‘Who is he?’ said Puss.


‘I said. Don’t you know him? Bad Puss. Kith and kin.’


Puss drew back her lips and hissed at Mechail like a snake.


Krau shook her, enjoying everything. ‘Bad Puss.’


Mechail waited until the two of them, dogged by the dwarf, passed on into the room behind the balcony, then he pushed after, through the shutters. A faint lamplight, mostly invisible from outside, revealed a wide, low chamber of incredible squalor and untidiness. Not only cats, they hoarded like magpies, and in the same way, generally useless glittering things. Cracked vessels and shards of glass, and skeins of cheap beads wrenched from the kitchen sluts, lay piled about, even the skulls of lizards and small mammals were there, and sprays of long-dead flowers and fruits. A mummified civet, moulting and smelling, hung from the rafters; it was their toy. A clumpish bed suggested where the sisters might sleep amid the mess and trophies.


To Mechail they were strangers, glimpsed now and then at a distance. If he had actually seen them inside three years, he could not recall. But in any event, like all the attributes of this night, they were to him foreign and meaningless.


The dwarf opened a splintery wooden cupboard standing on the floor, producing a flagon of wine. He carried this to Krau. Despite his earlier sentence on drink, Krau hefted it, and negligently offered it to Mechail.


Mechail took the wine, and drank.


Krau laughed.


Chi was sitting on a heap of cushions, ancient worn mounds sewn with tawdry spangles. Across her lap, like a diseased brown bone, stretched a cithra. She plucked and strummed it, conceivably thinking she produced melody. Her eyes were on Mechail, still and unblinking. Chi did not question who Mechail might be.


‘Try her,’ said Krau, nodding at Chi. ‘I’ve taught her a thing or two. Puss wants me, don’t you, Puss?’ He rolled down on the bed and Puss swam with him, emerging from her dress, never properly put on it seemed, with the ease of a fish in water. Beneath she was unclad.


As in the Hall, Mechail watched.


Krau evidently felt no threat, to lie there on his back with his breeches undone, and the white thing dabbling at him, before Mechail. Already Krau towered, erect. Yet to the towering phallus of hatred and rage, black as night and burning as sex, he was apparently oblivious.


Chi had stopped strumming. She sat on her cushions gazing at Mechail. He could experience her eyes.


The dwarf pawed the civet, made an odd mewing.


‘Shut your noise, Dwarfy,’ muttered Krau. He hauled naked Puss along his body. There was thin white fur at her groin and in the pits of her raised arms. Krau began to push his weapon into her. She moaned and wriggled. Krau’s face was scarlet. Lodged, he gripped her buttocks, moved her.


Unaroused, Mechail looked down at them.


The dwarf had sat against a post in the wall. He rested his head on his stunted knees. His empty eyes appeared fixed on some inner event that almost interested him. Save physically, he was no longer in the room.


Chi rocked the cithra. She had never blinked. Mechail could tell her eyes never left him. He continued to watch Krau. Krau made sounds now, loud enough to fill the chamber. A scent came from the bed, animal and acute. The air itself seemed flickering with odd bright little motes that sheared off from the working bodies.


Puss squealed. Suddenly, unnervingly, she called out ‘Mamma! Mamma!’ A wave went through her. She fell down on Krau, and then began to try to pull away. But Krau held her firmly, and thrust himself on, his sounds now glottal and bestial. Puss was pitched and bobbed about on his loins. She was crying. As he subsided, she got herself free of him, and ran away, crouching in a corner under her spiderweb of tresses, weeping for half a minute, before some item by her hand distracted her. She scooped up the object, the leftover of a buckle or earring, and started to pick at it, forgetting.


Krau swung his head lazily, to take in Mechail.


‘Well you’ve had your stare. Now let me see what you can do.’


As if he had told her she must, Chi got up and glided towards Mechail.


She came very close, and he did not prevent her. But she did not touch. She looked up into his face, and now Mechail, not wanting any more to watch the red-hot laxness of his brother, brought his eyes to meet with hers. Their colour had grown visible, like watered rose quartz, pinker than her mouth, or her sister’s nipples.


‘In the wood, in the wood,’ murmured Chi, in a singsong. Her hands made a motion as if bringing harmony up from the discarded cithra, ‘be he a man or be he a lord? Give me him skin or give me him blood? In the wood, in the—’


‘What nonsense are you tweeting now?’ demanded Krau from the bed.


‘Wood,’ said Chi. ‘In the wood.’


The chamber rushed at Mechail. It was strung yet with flying motes of lust, but in the midst the black stone heaved and out spilled the entrails of the dead, shining and uncoiled.


Mechail slammed through the shutters, and leaning on the treacherous balcony, vomited into the dark.


Each tearing spasm seemed to dredge up his own intestines. He felt himself rent, disembowelled, given to the night in a will-less torrent of pain and horror. And in the cave-back of consciousness, he heard Krau laugh on at him.


But when he finished, and leaned on the wall, Krau was at his elbow, and Krau said, ‘Come and kill Esnias, brother.’


‘Yes,’ said Mechail. He coughed and spat upon the night.


‘In the wood for sure,’ said Krau.


God’s in the wood. Maybe the Esnias men will do for me. Can You hear me pray to You? End it. Oh God, let me die before morning.


In the wood …


The wolf stood above the streamlet with the diamonds of the water falling from his muzzle. Under the stripes of the moon, his eyes, within their leaf-shaped darks, were like the grey-greenish-yellow wines of fine flinty vineyards. His coming had silenced the frogs in the pools. But his ears were lifted. He listened.


He had killed an hour before, the young wolf, a furry citizen of the underbrush, and dined. He came now to drink, and might later roam. He had no pack, and it was spring, a whisper upon the night, the moon in heaven.


But beyond the stream-bed, down through the running aisles of the pines, human beasts had gathered. They too had their kill or catch, which they cooked at a fire. They made a great noise in their cautious quietness.


The wolf walked over the low water, and loped down a parting in the forest. From this high ground, among the stems, the needled boughs that arced to the earth, he might regard the camp of men.


The wolf looked on some while. Their reddish tunics, their haphazard mail, their muted talk, bravado and ignorance, their unkempt ways about the joints of hare, did not engage the wolf’s attention much, though once or twice his brows twitched, he raised one elongate foot or the other, silently. He snuffed them, and their burnt feast. His white-wine eyes flamed.


And then, from further off, the wolf – but not the group about the fire – heard with harp-strung ears the quiet, raucous advance of other men, tapping and crunching though the forest.


Demon-like, the wolf had changed places with himself, was gone.


To a flash of pallor, one of the Esnias feasters seemed half alerted. He raised an inquiring snout – saw nothing, and sank his teeth again into his meat.


‘There they are,’ said Gaj, the steward’s son. ‘The devils. Chomping our Korhlen hares.’


It was Gaj who made comments, but Gralice, his tight-lipped cousin, who had apparently located the trail of Esnias bivouacs. He had known where the Korhlen warriors must come, and led them. The other two men – boys of fifteen – were lesser fry, stable apprentices who hung about with Krau’s contingent, messengers and toadies, but handy with knives, so brought.


The Esnias band was eight in number. To destroy it would be prestigious.


The Esnias seemed cosy, in the Korhlen forest. As if they had never heard of a feud. Though they were not loud, they were vigorous for their circumstances, and the fire in the clearing had scant concealment. There were no horses, this riffraff did not aspire to them. Krau’s party had also set out on foot, for the speed of leaving and furtiveness in the trees. The walk had taken an hour. Water courses sprang in the stabbing moon and tiny creatures burst into flight. To go back into the wood, unholy, deep, in the last dense chapter of night, seemed a commonplace to Krau and his men. To Mechail, its supernatural quality was dreamlike. Everywhere might be portents, glowing fungus, starry streams, the shake of bird wings clandestine in a pine-top. His body seemed for the first time incidental and light. He was not impeded. He did not want to acknowledge God; yet, by lying down in the hand of God, he had released himself from bondage. Only death could follow this submission, as in his prayer.


Krau was at his side, hot even now in the coolness, smelling still of his lust.


‘What do you think, brother?’ wheedled Krau. ‘Will we take them?’


Mechail said nothing.


Gaj mouthed: ‘Yes, sir. Look, they’ve eaten and they’re drinking too. Stolen liquor, I’ll bet. All they expect is a good sleep.’


‘Gaj,’ said Krau, ‘go to that tree up there. Take Squint. And Gralice, where the split boulder is. You, Pekl, that stump. I’ll make the charge with Mechail. We’ll run straight at them. On my start.’


His fellows sidled obediently off. They were very relaxed, as indolent as the eight foes lolling by the fire.


Mechail gazed down; the flames drew his eyes. A sort of sleepiness was stealing through him. Then Krau gave him a loving hug. ‘You’re ready?’


‘Yes,’ said Mechail. He stood up and went out through the undergrowth even as Krau leapt past him, yelling down the slope.


Mechail’s final and pedantic thought was that the Esnias seemed startled.


In their red tunics and dented mail, jumping up from their hearth circle, they were like explosions of the fire.


‘Korhlen!’ Krau screamed. He rammed a man head-on and cut into him under the uplifted arm. As the Esnias reeled away, two others ran at Krau. Gralice, cascading from the opposite side of the clearing, collided with them, as Squint and Pekl poured into the whirlpool. The fire lit the knives. A man squealed and cursed.


Mechail, plunging forth, had no feeling beyond a slight bewilderment. He came against the barrier of a man who reached to clasp him. And the knife in Mechail’s grip sheered across the eight fingers of the soldier’s hands into his throat.


The Esnias dropped backward and crashed into the fire, banking it. Most of the light was extinguished.


A dislocated immobility clenched upon the clearing with the dark. All at once no one stirred.


Then a leaden blow thundered against Mechail’s spine. He knew he fell since the earth smote his face. He felt nothing.


‘What do you mean by it, Korhlen? Is this a bargain?’


‘Spare me your groans, Esnias turd. Do you think I’d get by if I hadn’t a couple of your rubbish to show, with his priceless body?’


‘Our mates.’


‘I’ll fashion orisons for them in the chapel. Did I hurt you or your friend there? And you brought more men than you said.’


Another young one spoke gruffly. ‘It’s true. Give him his due, uncle.’


‘And I’ll be first in the Tower, after my dad, the Vre. Remember that. I won’t forget you, dear enemies.’


Krau had paid the Esnias. It was arranged. No Korhlen blood on Korhlen hands. Another victory for the bold son, and a sad, appropriate death for the cripple – even an honourable death, if it came to it. He would die fighting with his brother in the Korhlen feud.


Two of them were lifting him. His legs had lost sensation from the blow to his back. He hung there, and his head went up without volition, for he surely did not want or need or care to see.


‘How shall we do it, Krau Korhlen?’ said one of the Esnias standing now by the periphery ripples of the putout fire.


Krau turned and eyed Mechail. He was smiling, all gaiety. Behind him, Pekl picked his nostrils and Squint squinted at his knife. Gaj and Gralice looked grim. They had condemned Mechail; no Tower could prosper with such an heir. They were righteous.


‘Not in the back,’ said Krau. ‘My father would dislike that. No. Let us give him a parting gift, the courage he’s never had. In the gut. Let him have a little space over dying. He’s taken long enough about his bloody life.’


The two Esnias who held him dragged Mechail against a tree. They held him there then, pinned on the trunk of it.


Mechail knew a momentary terror of the pain to come, but let it go. It was all pain, and this the end of pain. He looked up into the tree. The moon was there, riding over now to the west. Quickly, make it come quickly and put out the moon.


Krau said, ‘We’ll go off that way, my friends. We shouldn’t watch. It isn’t on our heads if we don’t see.’


One of the six men by the dead fire was coming towards Mechail. Mechail did not look at him, remembering the soldier that morning at the stone, the jarring together of eyes.


Krau had not even bidden him good night.


The Esnias soldier paused a moment, perhaps nerving himself, or wanting some response. Then he muttered, ‘Pardon me, God. For my Tower—’ A rush of his arm, a light—


The second blow, colossal, dashed Mechail through into the black centre of the tree. The Esnias had after all aimed exactly for his heart. There was an instant of shattering and flowing, an inner descent like the plummet of a bird from the sky. And then in truth, nothing.


Nothing.


When the coins had been paid over, and the bodies taken up, the groups of men separated, and went away.


Only then, down from the height, returned the night-shadow of the wolf. Beneath the tree he licked the blood.


And the moon sank under the world.




Chapter Four


The slave, having finished the washing of the icon (his master’s corpse), straightened and stepped back.


Boroi knew no existence but his slavery. If he had ever opposed, or dreamed of freedom, that time must be long gone from him. He felt neither unease or triumph at the sight of his death. Mechail Korhlen, that he had seen grow up out of childhood, had surely remained remote to Boroi. Yet, the body was familiar. White as wax now, with the floods of black hair at head and loins, and the vast bruised cavity over the heart that went from red to violet into darkness, a sunset of life.


The deformed shoulder Boroi barely saw any more, he was so used to it. But oddly, he had treated the shoulder with a biased gentleness, even now, when it did not matter.


After the washing came the anointing, and then the dressing. The other slave was already at work with the vials, an elderly woman who could hardly see, rubbing her palms across the dead young flesh. Neither did Boroi apparently feel anything at this, although once, when she made a small noise, perhaps in illicit pleasure or mockery, Boroi lightly cuffed her.


They dressed Mechail in a bleached shirt, dark breeches and tunic, clothes he himself might have put on. (It was supposed unlucky to garb the dead in Tower colours.) The dead hips and waist were curious to handle, as Boroi buckled on the belt with its Raven device. And the feet too were cold in the sunny afternoon, as he pushed home their boots. The Vre must come and choose which jewels his son should take with him.


Despite the warmth of the day, the body gave off no odour, though it had been meat some hours. Nor was there yet any stiffness, even at the penis, which sometimes showed the symptom first.


Mechail’s face had only the secretive look the dead have.


Ashamed that his act of the rite was not praised, Mechail had challenged Krau to take him hunting Esnias in the forest – and the Esnias had been too many and had killed him. Krau come back with a pair of bodies in recompense. Someone said the lord sat weeping. Boroi would not believe this, if he thought about it. The lord Vre did not weep. This was what he had wanted.


Expendable, the slave guessed he would be sent now to more menial and harshly labouring duties. Krau would not want or need him, and there were no other recognized sons. But Boroi did not even regret demotion.


Under the gilded sky, the Raven Tower constructed its normal daytime sights and noises. A clank of metal from its forge, the rummage and whicker of horses. A party of soldiers drilled in the garrison yard: there would be open fighting soon, after what had happened. Doves circled about their cot. And over the walls, the slaves worked in the fields, the mill turned her sails. Business went on at the inn.


Had a shadow come? It would soon pass over. There might be some superstitious observance. Then, a memory.


Two men had carried the heir’s cadaver down the stairs of the Tower. The corpse was draped over by a pall of green, russet and purple, but beneath was plainly clad, and wore no jewels, never having garnered any beyond a ring of twisted silver, the property once of its mother, the Lady Nilya. The ring lay forgotten in a box.


A trestle stood in the chapel, before the altar. Here they set him, the dead, an offering. The drape was folded under his young man’s chin, and his arms, the strong and the warped, drawn out and the hands laid upon an iron sword. That was his right, the mark of esteem, since he had died in a battle, his wound not a coward’s. But they would take back the sword, an antique of the Tower, before his burial.


At the head and foot of the bier, a tall pewter candle-stand, each with a candle impaled upon its spike, and lighted. Pale now these candleflames against the burning-glass of the wide window. The fire would deepen as the day went down. Until the dawn, the candles must keep watch. And in the dusk, after such respects as were reckoned necessary had been paid, the priest would come to pray, and four mailed soldiers, to guard the head and foot, the altar-place, and the door. Such were the death-ceremonies of an heir.


His face was not the expected colour, but had a patchy greyish flush. The sunlight of late day came in the western window, and lit like glowing insects on his masculine treasures, the cups of thick glass banded with gold, the ancient swords and knives, the pieces of male adornment, collars and rings in an open chest, the gold cross set with two garnets. The big bed, which he shared so often with Veksa, hid behind its heavy curtains where the purple Raven folded into pleats. An accustomed jug held its eternal fount of wine, now of which today had been offered. Krau stood meekly and gazed on his father.


Krau was not afraid. Even at sun-up, returning, mussed as if from the fight, Gralice, Gaj and the apprentice grooms dragging bodies, even then, Kray had not felt a tremor. There had been uproar, of course, in the house. Krau noted its rising passage until it reached his father’s chamber. Veksa had screamed – that would be like her, the witch. The Vre bellowed. But he did not come to see. Not until Mechail was made nice for him, washed and done up like a bride. Watches at the door told how Vre Korhlen entered, stared upon his first-born son for all of twenty heart-beats. Then he had marched out again, pushing his people aside. And since that morning hour, though countless times Krau had had to recount his version of events, the lord had not required it of him. Until now.


And now, there he sat, the old man, mured in his fastness like a bloody bear. Krau could not read anything from his expression, but Krau was of the opinion that there was not anything much to read. Veksa had had the teaching of her son. He had learnt in a myriad ways that this one might be manipulated.


‘Krau,’ said Vre Korhlen.


(At last.)


‘Father, my lord.’


‘I’ll spare you another recital. You spoke to my stewards.’


‘Yes, sir. But—’ Krau advanced with seeming caution, as if not to hurt or appear too brazen. As he expected, Vre Korhlen cut him short. Not in the expected form.


‘Well, Krau, you killed him.’


Krau, partly stunned at this frankness, kept quiet.


‘I say you killed him. Or you had him killed. You’ll answer.’


‘Father, I don’t know – what you want me to say.’


‘No damned lie.’


‘Father – if I believed—’


‘Must I get up and strike you?’


Krau kneeled down, He was unsure of the road, yet less uncertain of where it led.


‘Sir, he was whining on and on that you hadn’t recognized the sacrifice. He said I must take him after Esnias, warrior killing, to demonstrate his worth. And he was not good at the work.’


‘This is what you told my Tower, my stewards. Even your mother, maybe. Now tell me the facts.’


‘Father … there came a moment when I might have saved him, and I was too slow – I’ll blame myself always. I never realized he was this dear to you.’


‘Dear to me?’ Vre Korhlen’s voice expanded into a terrible roar. His face had ignited bull-red. He rose up and the sunlight quivered. ‘He was my curse. The curse on my house. You know it, boy. Now, give me the truth.’


Krau gazed up into the inflamed and ugly countenance. He made his own soft, receptive. ‘My lord, I do know … And I hated Mechail. You were just to him, but I never could be. Everything is as I’ve said. He wanted to go with me and my men to kill Esnias. Then in the forest, in the forest – I let them murder him. If he’d been half a swordsman – but he flailed around. I killed the ones did it. But I let them. And it was in my mind, the moment he asked to go with me. It will damn me to Hell. But I don’t mind that. He’s off your hands, sir. You’re rid of him. And there’s no blood-guilt on you. My fault. If you want to send me away …’ Krau paused, lowered his eyes. It was a touch chancy, this gambit. The dad was in a wild mood. After there had been a silence, Krau ventured penitently, ‘You see, sir, I’ve heard them, your enemies, scorn the Korhlen Tower – because of Mechail. Once, I had one of them down, he spat in my face and said: Where’s your half-man brother? One day when he rules we’ll take you all.’


Krau listened to his father sigh. He thought the heavy hand might settle on his shoulder, but there he was wrong.


Vre Korhlen had resorted to his chair.


‘There’s your suit of mail,’ he said, ‘ready for the summer. You’ll have it fetched and put it on.’


Krau looked up, surprised again. ‘Yes, my lord?’


‘At the hour, you’ll go down and make one of the four, the death guard in the chapel.’


Krau blinked. Something, it had no name, skimmed through him like a lizard through the long grass.


‘If that’s what you want me to do, my lord.’


‘He was your brother. If you’d cared for him, you’d ask to do it. It’s necessary. As for penance, you must have one. I don’t trust Beljunion to set it. I’ll consider that. For now, this will do. Get out, make ready. One day, you’ll need to stand a death guard for me.’


Krau caught, unmistakably, a crackle of suspicion and malevolence in his father’s eyes. To stem it, too quickly, awkwardly, he blurted, ‘May the day be far off. Father – will you only say – you’ve forgiven me?’


‘It’s what I should have seen to myself.’


Krau found he could breathe more easily.


Yet, as Krau went to the door, Vre Korhlen added: ‘But no more will I forgive you, boy, than I’d forgive myself. He was my son. My first. He was better than you, or could have been. Some witchcraft – I would to God—’ The voice stifled itself and stopped.


A race of rage and disbelief and freshly budding fright swept up Krau. He said levelly, in a supplicant’s tone, ‘I can’t endure it, that I’ve hurt you, father. Please find some way I can make it right.’ And then, like a whipped child, he fled.


Only on the stair did he straighten. And there the fury claimed him and he grinned and gnawed his mouth, sweating with dreadful emotions. Better than I—


He wanted to go to his mother and upbraid her. It was her silliness that had led him on, given him unspoken to understand that now the moment was ripe for deeds.


But there was no margin for visits, if he must stand death-guard over the stinking corpse.


Krau arrived at his room, located in a cranny of the Tower but furnished prettily through his mother’s auspices. He possessed a few better things than the Vre, maybe.


The dwarf, previously called to the room, curled asleep on the curved chest under the window.


Like any lower animal, Krau observed, the dwarf slept a vast amount, if left to itself.


Krau wanted a woman, but had no time, if he must hasten to mourn Mechail. A drink, however, would be permitted. His body slave must come up, too, to see after the God-rotted mail – all night! To stand watch till morning, over that. Well, here was the last time Mechail would get it his way.


Krau bent above his pet dwarf. One of the stubby paws lay out upon the wood of the chest. It had a snagged nail. Krau took up the paw and stroked it, and the dwarf, not waking yet, tensed in his sleep. Krau gripped the broken nail and tore it suddenly downward and away, exposing the tender quick. The dwarf screamed, a suitably beast-like sound, and tumbled from the chest lid.


‘Run an errand for me,’ said Krau coaxingly.


Like a black gargoyle the dwarf squatted in his agony, clutching at the damaged hand, but already primed. His look, glazed by pain and astonishment, was superficial. Beneath this lens, his eyes were yet composed of nullity. A void which knew, and which nothing could amaze.


‘Christus. How foul you are, you imp. Fouler than the old dad’s motley face. Worse then my smelling brother. Fetch the slave, Dwarfy. Tell him I want wine. And hurry. Oh, did I hurt you, darling?’


The dwarf gave its slight mewing note. It never spoke, would not use its tongue for some reason.


‘Rush along,’ said Krau.


He turned to his mirror of dull glass. It was the best in the Tower; it had been the woman Nilya’s, until Veksa took it. His mother preferred her copper mirror now, which was kinder.


Krau would make a goodly figure in the mail; he would wear his cloak in the Korhlen colours, those rings … He would take some wine along, too. The other three of the deathwatch would hardly object, and Beljunion might go hang.


Gold-leaf sunset, and then the dark inked in, slowly creeping up like water out of the wood.


One night before, how many had lived, that now were laid on biers?


The sails of the Korhlen mill still revolved, and hacked the stars out, but the stars remained when the sails had passed.


The three soldiers emerged at the front of the Tower and went towards the chapel, unspeaking. Beljunion bustled along under the mallow sky, telling his beads. Krau strode last down the garden walk, plucking a spray of peach blossom to perfume the vigil. Under his cloak, a flagon.


The lights of the hold burned low. The dinner in the Hall would be cursory and uncooked, cold meats and loaves and raisins. The women would eat privately.


In her chamber, Veksa before her copper mirror, searching for flaws and eager not to find them, uncomfortable of mind. Aloft, her lord, drinking and pacing, longing to burst out and ride his horse across the land; a little hampered by his perceptions of protocol.


In the women’s quarters, Puss and Chi at their aimless play.


The dwarf sucking his torn thumb like a terrible baby in an annex of Krau’s room.


Boroi putting out the abandoned gear of his master.


An owl blew across the stars.


In the forest, a fox screeched in desire with the cry of a tortured girl. All the pine needles whispered together.


It was a high place, where he lay, and above was a dome of air, of a translucent darkness, and through it strands of thin cloud floated by, nacreous as if moon-lit, but there was no moon, not a single star. There was a faint murmur of a wind blowing, miles up, in space. There was a fragrant smell, like the wide openness over a hill.


He did not move, perhaps could not. This did not seem of any importance.


Without having looked at it, as if he had memorized it long ago, he was aware of how it was, its aspect, the place of his couching.


A platform had risen from a distant plain. The character of the plain he had forgotten, save that things moved freely there, might come and go, entering and departing constantly. A flight of steps ascended to the platform. He believed that they were made of stone, and narrow, and conceivably incurling, twining some central pillar.


On the platform stood the great altar. A mighty crucifix grew out of it, flung up into the air-dome, where sometimes the threads of clouds seemed to unravel on its apex, a huge wooden tine.


He was lying under the crucifix. It cast a shadow upon him. The shadow had a weight, a bar of merciful lead, that anchored him to calm, unthinking quietude.


Because of it his consciousness began so subtly it infused him like mild light. No jolt of awakening, no onslaught of questioning or fear. He remembered nothing, and sought no change.


The priest closed his fingers upon the opal of chastity, praying for Mechail’s soul. The opal, soft and easily scratched, had lost its contained lunar fire behind a film of abrasion. He fingered its scars. Had Mechail been chaste? It would seem so. But then, could any virtue count? He had died in blood. Beljunion shuffled his brain swiftly from the submerged notion of Krau and Krau’s designs. It was not any business of a priest, unless someone should come to him to confess.


And for this soul, what help?


O God, hear the entreaty of man, that he be not consumed by Your anger. The deep sins and misdeeds of him are set before You. Forgive, Lord, these transgressions. And of Your boundless compassion take home this spirit, and deliver it not into the bitter wasteland of eternal death.


There was a muted clink behind him, against the wall. It might have been the hilt of a sword knocked inadvertently on the stonework. Assume that this is so. But now it comes again, and, loud in stillness, some noisy gulps, a satisfied jet of breath.


Krau had put himself there, towards the closed chapel door. The three soldiers had taken their stations without fuss, the pair a few paces from head and foot, where the candles were smouldering up on the pewter, and one towards the screen, where he might rest his shoulders as the night wore on. They were a slovenly crew; the death guard would be inadequate. Perhaps one or all would eventually slip down to sit upon the ground, sleep, and snore. Beljunion was prepared for that, and to make no comment. But he had not been prepared for Krau.


Krau was drinking liquor, here in the chapel, swilling so the rest could not miss it.


Their eyes had gone over that way, under the metal helms, glinting in the candleshine.


And now Krau came swaggering up the aisle.
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