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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





BOOK ONE: The Amber Witch








1.


The great upturned bowl of the Plains sky was drenched with the blood of sunset. The sun itself had fallen beyond the Edge of the World. Now, before the rising of the moon, only a single scarlet star gemmed the cloak of gathering twilight.


A group of about twenty men were crossing the arid slopes—hunters, but not of the Plains. They rode thoroughbred animals, with here and there a light hunting chariot of Xarabian design, yet they were not Xarabians. They moved with a special, almost a specific, arrogance, which pronounced them alien to this landscape far more than did their black hair and black-bronze burnish of skin. Yet it was the scale markings of their metal that told the precise nature of their menace, for they were Dortharians, dragons, and they carried a High King in their midst.


Rehdon, King of Dorthar, the Storm Lord, that god-given title which essentially meant mastery of the entire continent of Vis, this now darkening planet: a king, ruler of kings. Even the hunting helm bore the spiked Dragon Crest. Beneath it, age had infected, with its own reptilian markers, a pair of eyes that were staring upward, toward the gem of the scarlet star.


Zastis. In Elyr, the withdrawn and euphemistic, they called this the time of marriages. But it was more vile and prosaic. It was the time of greatest sexual need, the tyranny of the flesh, strong in all, but in the royalty of Dorthar a domination brooking no denial, a bizarre badge of the line of Rarnammon.


The moon rose. A moon red from the star.


Rehdon’s charioteer glanced back at him, a thin graceful man with a face which, at no time, said anything, except where the long narrow slits of eyes led down into a machinery of intellect. His position as chariot driver was misleading. This man was Amnorh, King’s Councilor, the Warden of the High Council of Koramvis, in certain ways the nearest power beside the throne.


“Amnorh, we’re far from Xarar,” Rehdon said suddenly. He had a king’s voice—deep, resonant. He had in fact every appurtenance suited to a king, but it ran shallow. Amnorh knew this well.


“My lord’s restless? There’s a village near here. The serf we questioned mentioned it, you’ll recall.”


“This accursed No-Land. Why do we hunt so far from the borders of Xarabiss?”


“I hoped your lordship would get better sport here in the Lowlands. The borders of Xarabiss are hunted out.”


“This place,” Rehdon said again. The star made him uneasy, peevish, as always. “What name did you give it before?”


“Oh, the native name, my lord. The Shadowless Plains.”


Abruptly the land dipped. They were among sparse grain fields, blush-colored from the red moonlight. A small shrine appeared between stalks and was gone—probably a field altar to the Plains goddess Anackire, half woman and half serpent. Amnorh knew of such things. He glanced back again, this time beyond Rehdon, to the place in the party where the Prince Orhn rode with his men. Orhn, Rehdon’s cousin, had little time for Xarabiss and her elegant ways. He would be happy enough to pitch a camp here for the night. As for Xarar, Rehdon’s visit of courtesy to his king-held fiefs was almost at an end.


Presently, Amnorh made out a flicker of lights.


It was one of the Lowland villages indeed, an uneven track, groups of poor dwellings, a dark religious building with a grove of red trees.


The hunting party drew to a halt.


Three or four women stared from the grove. Unlike the Vis, the master race, the Plains People were pale, light-haired, yellow-eyed. No children showed themselves, and no men. Perhaps a disease had taken them or they were away, hunting plain wolves—those the Dortharians had unsuccessfully tracked all day—or the venom-clawed tirr that shrieked from the forests at the Edge of the World.


“Where are your men?” Amnorh called out.


The women remained blank-faced, and immobile.


“We are Dortharians,” a voice said harshly. “You’ll give us the best you have to offer for the night, and be honored.”


Amnorh turned and saw Prince Orhn. The racial intonation amused Amnorh, also the great and powerful body on the granite-black animal, a symbolic strident aggression, achieving apparently nothing. More softly, Amnorh said:


“We’re in need of food. And the Red Moon troubles us.”


The women stared unflinchingly back, but he guessed this threat might have touched them. The Lowlanders were immune to Zastis, it was said.


Rehdon moved impatiently behind him. The reptilian eyes ran over the women, already hungry, already dissatisfied. Irritably, he turned his head.


He saw, framed by the uprights of the temple doorway, a girl.


Motionless, expressionless, she seemed carved from white crystal, translucent eyes, like discs of yellow amber, open wide on his, the tawny cloud of hair fixed as frozen vapor.


“You. Girl,” he said. “Come forward,” and his voice held all the majesty of thunder, was even echoed by thunder low above the dune-dark slopes. If it spoke power to her she did not show it, but she obeyed him. “Tonight you lie with me,” Rehdon said. There was the briefest pause, a drop of silence, like the first drop of a great rain.


“Yes,” she said then. And strangely, for there was no other answer she might give, her voice carried all the meaning, all the accepting in the world.


They pitched their camp at the edge of the straggle of village, small owar-hide campaign tents; the grooms and charioteers would sleep in the open. They had taken what they wanted in the way of food and drink, careless that their demands would make the thin yield of the fields harder for the village to bear. Vis servants had slaughtered a cow in the temple square, and roasted it whole above a pit of coals.


But, unlike their King, they did not take the women, although the need was already on them. Even the coarsest groom had shied away from a vision of white-limbed passivity and wide eyes. Plains women, it was rumored, knew strange arts. Knew, too, how to stare in at a soul stripped naked by the pleasure spasms of the flesh. So the women slipped unmolested away, and not a light showed from their hovels, not a sound came out.


In Rehdon’s tent the meal was finished. Amnorh leaned forward, filling the King’s goblet with the stolen bitter potent Lowland wine. Orhn was absent—his animal was lame and must be seen to, he had said, but it was Amnorh’s presence he abhorred. Amnorh half smiled at the thought. Orhn Am Alisaar, waiting on a tyrannical sire who would not die and give up his kingdom for his bevy of sons to fight for. Orhn sought power rather at the side of his cousin, and Amnorh, sly Amnorh, came between them in subtle ways. And not only between cousin and cousin, for there was also the matter of Rehdon’s Queen.


The man posted outside the tent showed himself.


“Storm Lord, your pardon. There’re priests here from the village, asking for audience. Do we send them packing, my lord?”


“They were hiding in their temple until now,” Rehdon said. “What reason to emerge?”


“The girl your lordship honored with speech.”


Amnorh said:


“Your lordship might be amused by them.”


Rehdon, oblivious of most things save his waiting lust, nodded to the guard.


The man ducked out. A moment later the priests entered, three in all, long black robes, faces blanked out by shadow from their hoods. Priests in Dorthar were gaudy, vivid with their oracles and their miracles and the corruption of a thousand greeds. These intruders carried their own mystery, they seemed to have no presence, as if some smell of humanity were absent from them.


“We thought no men were in the village tonight,” Amnorh remarked smoothly.


“Among us a priest is not numbered as a man.”


“So we see. Well, you’re here. What causes you to trouble the Storm Lord?”


Without seeing them, he sensed the six eyes of the priests fixed on him. He was not as contemptuous as he seemed, knowing as he did of certain powers sometimes manifested in these serfs, and peculiar magics. He wondered if they now conferred together inside their heads as they were reputed to do.


“Your lord desires to lie with Ashne’e. We ask him to take another woman from the village.”


So she was called Ashne’e. A common enough name among Lowland women.


“Why?”


“The woman belongs to our temple. She is ours, and Her’s.”


“Her’s? I take it you mean your serpent goddess.”


“Ashne’e has been given to the goddess.”


“So. The Storm Lord will pardon you that the girl’s no longer virgin. I imagine this is what you intimate.”


He thought they would speak again, but they were silent.


“Go back to your temple,” Rehdon suddenly snarled at them.


In the bowl sky, thunder burned.


Without a word the priests turned; making no sound, they slipped one by one into the dark.


The fires were almost out, smears in the night world, when they brought the girl to Rehdon’s tent.


In the half-light she was unhuman. The low flame of a tent torch filled one eye with gold, freckled her cheek as though she wept fire.


The men sidled out and were gone.


Rehdon trembled with his need. He took the edge of her robe in his fingers, recalling what Amnorh had said to him.


“You’re from the temple, Ashne’e?”


“Yes.” There was no color in her voice.


“You know the bed lore of the temple women then.”


He pulled the garment from her. She stood before him naked. His hand moved on her, hesitated on her chill breasts. He drew her to the torch, examined her. An evanescent beauty, which a very little would swiftly destroy. High breasts, cold, for they were capped with gilt. In her navel a drop of yellow resin spat. The resin excited him unreasonably; it might have been a third eye, this time of her sex. He cupped her sexual hair, rough as the spun metal it resembled.


“Are you afraid of me?”


She said nothing, but her eyes expanded as if with tears.


Unable to resist the impulse of the star he pulled her down with him on to the couch, but somehow she twisted as she came and was above him. He saw then the expansion of her eyes was pure luminosity, they were glowing, awful as the eyes of a tirr, or a banalik crouched now to suck out his soul.


His head reeled with amazing fear, but he found in a second more that she knew those things which Amnorh had promised. He could not evade her will, floundered gasping in her snake’s coils, until the night became a dream of fire between the surges of which came the intoxicated thought he must keep her by him forever after, to terrify and delight him and pull him struggling and groaning into the spinning pit of her womb.


Dawn came, cool before the day’s heat, with a beat of bird’s wings over the trees.


Amnorh folded back the flap of the King’s tent, and stood a moment regarding the sleeping girl, her face turned into the cushions, first light licking her bone-pale back.


The King lay on his side, apparently locked deep in sleep, yet, as Amnorh had already noted, his black eyes were wide open. Amnorh crossed to him, reached and shook the Storm Lord’s shoulder, presently slapped the bloodless mouth. The glazed eyes were fixed far beyond this insolence. Rehdon, Dragon King, whose new heir had lain two months in the body of his queen at Koramvis, whose other earlier heirs by lesser queens slunk about the palace courts in dozens, lay dead apparently from a casual Zastian coition.


Amnorh left the tent. He cried out wordlessly into the morning air, rousing men bleary-eyed from the embers of their fires. Two guards ran to him.


“In the tent,” Amnorh said harshly. “Our Lord Rehdon is dead. The bitch-witch is still sleeping. Bring her out here.”


He saw the horror start up in the guards’ eyes. They ran into the tent, the flap did not fall back into place. He saw them balk at Rehdon’s corpse, then lean and drag Ashne’e from the couch. She seemed limp, yet when they dropped her before him on the ground, her eyes came open, staring up into his. She made no move either to rise or to cover herself.


“Abomination,” Amnorh hissed at her, “you have murdered a King.”


One of the guards lifted his spear.


“Wait!” Amnorh rasped. “There’s more to this.”


“No doubt.”


Amnorh glanced up and registered the tall figure of Orhn Am Alisaar, fully alert, a drawn knife ready in his hand.


“What’s this panic for?”


“The Storm Lord is dead,” Amnorh said, his eyes reduced to slits.


“Damnation take your tongue. I’ll see that first.”


“My lord prince is very welcome to judge for himself.”


Amnorh stepped aside from the tent mouth; Orhn strode by him and inside. Amnorh watched him shake Rehdon’s body, speak to it and finally let it subside. Orhn straightened, turned and came out. He glared for the first time with dry pitiless eyes at the girl Ashne’e.


“Who?”


“A whore from the temple. Has your lordship forgotten—”


“Yes. I’d forgotten.”


Orhn kneeled abruptly, caught her face in a cruel grip so that her eyes were forced to his.


“And what did you do, temple witch? Do you know who this man was before you killed him? Storm Lord, High King—Look at me!”


Her gaze had slipped to Amnorh, and then, suddenly her eyes turned up and the lids fell over them as if in a fit. Orhn felt her skin grow chill under his hand and let her go, thinking she had fainted. Amnorh knew otherwise, said nothing.


Orhn got to his feet.


“No time for ceremony,” he said, “I’ll dispatch her now.” He stared upward at the pale sun newly risen, which already masked the inflamed star. “The Red Moon was a curse to Rehdon,” he said. “He was no longer a young man.” The knife shone in his hand.


“However, lord prince, there’s one thing we forget,” Amnorh said softly.


Orhn looked full at him.


“I don’t think so.”


“Oh, yes, my lord. It’s possible—merely possible—that Rehdon’s child is planted in this inferior body.”


A deeper, more intense silence fell around them. The men stiffened in attitudes of almost superstitious unease.


“She may have used the way of women to stop it,” Orhn said.


“How can we be sure? There is no suitable test, lord prince. And permit me to remind you, my lord, that the last child conceived before the death of the king becomes, by the laws of Rarnammon, his ultimate heir.”


“Not a by-blow on a peasant—the yellow scum-race of the Plains—-”


“Indeed, my lord, but dare we alone decide the matter?”


Orhn’s eyes were flint; the contemptuous distaste he felt for Amnorh suffused his face like a blush.


“My authority should be enough—”


“Lord Orhn!” a man cried suddenly.


On a low scarp a few yards away a guard waved his arm, then pointed off across the fields.


Orhn turned and saw a dust cloud whirling up from the slopes.


“What now?”


“The village men,” Amnorh said softly, “perhaps returning?”


Orhn moved with long strides up the side of the scarp and stood beside the guard, Amnorh following more leisurely.


Sunlight touched the dust to silver, made it hard to distinguish shape inside the shining blur.


“How many men to kick up that much dust?” Orhn snapped. “Fifty? Sixty?”


“But they are only serfs, as you pointed out, lord prince,” Amnorh murmured succinctly.


Orhn ignored him. He shouted down the hill: “Captain, get your pack into weapon drill.”


Activity answered him about the smoking fires.


“Men from more than this one village,” Orhn said. “Why?”


“Possibly the priests called them,” Amnorh said.


“Called them? Because of a girl?” Orhn cursed. “You profess to know a great deal about these Plains scum, Amnorh. What’ll they do then, do you suppose?”


“They’re known for their passivity, lord prince. Probably nothing. But under the circumstances I think you’ll agree the girl should be spared your knife.”


Orhn sneered, sheathing the blade.


“For once, your counsel carries some weight. See, I’ve put the toy away. What now?”


It was plain he had no enjoyment in deferring to Amnorh’s judgment, yet Amnorh did indeed seem to have some curious grasp of this unlooked-for situation.


“I suggest this: Tell the village of Rehdon’s death, laying no blame on the girl. Say that she will in fact be honored as the vessel of the King’s heir.”


“Heir!” Orhn spat. “Can you see any faction in Dorthar upholding such a claim?”


“That scarcely affects us, lord prince. These are ignorant people, as your lordship has been heard to mention. It’s quite probable that they’ll accept such a story. It has a certain mythological quality that should appeal to them. Once in Koramvis let the High Council decide what’s to be done.”


“You’d take her to Koramvis?”


“It’s always best, lord prince, in the face of the unprecedented, to be as cautious as possible. Who knows what view the Council would take of any hasty action?”


Orhn frowned toward the dust cloud. He could make out zeebas now, and fair-haired men riding them.


“There’s one small problem,” Amnorh said. “The girl must be seen to comply.”


Orhn looked down at her, his dark features fraught with disgust.


“Difficult, when to all intents and purposes she appears dead.”


“Merely a trance state, my lord. Some Lowland acolytes are adept in such magics. I think, if you’ll permit me privacy with her, that I can bring her out of it.”


“I bow to your wisdom. Do as you think fit.”


Light the color of a dead leaf circled in the brazier.


Out of it Amnorh drew a flame-tipped brand, shook off candescent fire flakes that settled in the air above the girl’s naked body. She lay on his sleeping couch, where the two grooms had placed her, a white stasis in the darkly glowing tent.


“Can you feel the heat of the fire, Ashne’e?” Amnorh murmured. He bent to her ear. “Let me tell you, Ashne’e, what I’m about to do to you.” Whispering like a lover, he scorched the down about her navel, but no more. “If I hold the torch to your throat the flesh will char to the bone. But you have presumed to kill a king of the Vis, Ashne’e, perhaps I should make you linger. Begin with your breasts—”


Pearls of moisture broke on the girl’s forehead. With a sudden eruptive motion life regained possession of her. Her eyes opened and focused instantly on his.


Amnorh smiled. He had outwitted the spark of her consciousness in its blind craving for existence—once the body was threatened she had fled back to succor it.


“Did you think I’d do that? Scorch the gilded nipples from your white breasts?”


She spoke for the first time.


“You would do as it pleased you.”


“Very perceptive. I would indeed. Most recently it’s been my pleasure to save your flesh from the Prince Orhn’s knife. Can you imagine why? No, I would think not. Prolonging your life will be more difficult. It depends in point of fact on whether or not Rehdon’s child is in you. With the Am Dorthar the last male conceived before the king’s death generally becomes his heir.”


“Yes,” she said, “I am with child by the Storm Lord.”


“Your brave self-confidence inspires me to help you.”


The tent was filled with blind crimson light.


He reached out and stroked her inert body. She seemed to have three eyes as she looked at him, two golden eyes set in her face, the third eye sputtering in her navel.


“I have told you. The King’s child is in me.”


“If not, there’s still time.”


The urging of the star was on him, yet he was subtle, as in all things. But his caresses, which had pleased even Rehdon’s queen, were wasted on stone. The Lowland girl lay like a corpse beneath him, while her hair seemed to set the pillow alight. So he used her, and found her spoiled for him, and drew away, his eyes only showing how it might be at another time.


The dust cloud had settled on the fields, subsided like a swarm of insects in the grain.


The Lowlanders sat still on their zeeba mounts. Not a sound came across from them to the Dortharian camp. The hunt guard stood in formal lines, an impassive defense formation, weightily outnumbered, yet supremely confident of superior military skills. What did they face, after all, save a rabble?


“The Councilor takes his time,” Orhn remarked impatiently. The captain turned to send a man up the scarp to Amnorh’s tent, but Orhn caught his arm. Amnorh had requested absolute privacy, claiming his esoteric work to be a dangerous affair, and Orhn could do little but leave the matter in his hands.


There was an oppression of waiting in the air. The staring sun laved the Plains with its furnace heat.


“Movement from the temple, lord prince.”


Orhn glanced aside.


“A priest.”


The black muffled figure slid across the track, as if on rollers, along the slope toward the Lowland men.


“Some new scheme hatching,” Orhn said.


He watched the hooded priest make some form of silent contact with the foremost rank of riders, and almost instantly a man came out to stand beside him. Man and priest then began to walk back, crossing between the grain at a different angle, making directly toward the Vis camp. Orhn followed their progress intently. He made out the man to be young, unremarkable; tanned, muscular, gaunt-boned, a boy whose body and mind had long been exposed to un-luxurious hard living—good military material had he been born of Vis stock. The priest at his shoulder glided like his black shadow.


At the outskirt of the encampment a guard stepped in the way, blocking their path.


The young man stopped, amber eyes fixed on Orhn.


“Storm Lord, you have kept a woman here to please you. Let her return to her people.”


The guard struck him with contemptuous lightness on the chest.


“Kneel when you address the prince, Plains dog.”


The young man knelt immediately, not looking at the guard.


“I ask again, Storm Lord.”


“I am not the Lord,” Orhn barked. “The Lord is dead.”


“That is sorrow. But I ask again for Ashne’e.”


“Ashne’e possibly carries the King’s heir. Do you understand? She must go with us to Koramvis.”


The young man stared back at him with pale immutable eyes.


“Will you kill her there?”


“If she carries, she’ll be honored.”


“Why are you so concerned at what we do with Ashne’e?” a voice demanded, Amnorh’s voice. So the Lord Warden had at last emerged from seclusion, successfully it would seem. “She belongs to your goddess, not to you.”


“My sister,” the Lowlander said slowly, “she is my sister.”


“Very well. Follow me and bring your priest with you. You shall speak to Ashne’e. Ask her if she desires any greater joy than to enter the city of the Storm Lords.”


The statement, brusque, imperative, seemed to strike responsive, relevant nerves. Orhn saw the Lowlander accepted at once both Amnorh’s authority and his words. Amnorh went up the scarp, the boy following; at the top Amnorh let him alone into the owar-hide tent.


Orhn waited, and it was not in his nature to wait gladly. Would the girl speak as Amnorh instructed her? Damn her, she would have been better dead before talk of conception and the Council had clouded a perfectly clear issue. And what, in all this, were the Lord Warden’s personal motives?


The Lowlander came out from the tent. Orhn saw at once a change in him—he seemed astonishingly blind and old, groping, not through a physical but a psychic darkness. He walked down the scarp, among the Dortharian lines into the sketchy wilderness of the fields, all the while the priest keeping like a black crow at his shoulder.


A simultaneous movement ran through the Lowland ranks. Men and zeebas broke formation suddenly, wheeled, a flurry of fresh dust surging up to mask their departure.


The captain swore beneath his breath.


Orhn glanced at Amnorh.


“Very clever, Councilor, very clever.”


And Amnorh allowed himself a moment of childish answering inner scorn: Certainly too clever for you, lord prince.


As a form of inescapable etiquette, a messenger was sent ahead of them to Xarar. Consequently, Orhn grit his teeth as they passed beneath the white Dragon Gate and entered a city plunged into deep and poetic mourning.


Damn their mewling, he thought as the women howled in the streets for Rehdon, whose momentarily glimpsed person they had most probably forgotten.


Their host in Xarar, the King Thann Rashek, whose name in certain circles was Thann the Fox, sent a procession of embalmers to anoint and bind Rehdon’s body. Rashek’s numerous queens, women of Xarabiss, Karmiss and Corhl, and the troop of daughters, appeared in profound funereal magenta, while bards wailed of invented heroics—there had been no full-scale war since the time of Rarnammon in which a lord might earn or buy a hero’s name. The mummery sent Orhn into a tight-held towering rage. He gathered up the disorganized factions of Rehdon’s entourage with brutal haste. Within four days he had shrugged off the pomp and drama, the ubiquitous pale faces ready with histrionic tears and the eight-stringed laments.


He moved the Dortharian party swiftly out across Xarabiss, the corpse as the excuse, and left her crystal cities in a pall of offering smokes.


They entered the narrow land of Ommos, death in a closed golden Xarabian bier. Ashne’e—kept in exotic captivity in Xarar like a wild yet interesting beast, peered at, no doubt, through spy holes in the drapes—now dwelt in windowless gray rooms, and was spat at from low hovels flanking roadways. At twilight, in a white-stoned fortress by the sea, the warden personally killed a newborn child, brought into the world mere hours before their arrival by one of his dull-eyed wives. It was to mark his sorrow, he told them, yet it had been a girl and not a son and so, particularly in the case of an Ommos, no great loss to him.


Not long after, Orhn heard the mother shrieking somewhere in the darkness, and for some barely explicable reason his thoughts turned to Rehdon’s Queen.


Val Mala, Dortharian princess of a minor House in Kuma, raised to her position as Jointress of Koramvis because of her beauty and Rehdon’s weakness.


How she would detest the Lowland girl.


Orhn permitted himself a grim smile at the thought of the cruelties Val Mala would devise for her; in particular quarters Val Mala’s name was already a byword for cruelty. Certainly no woman who had maligned her in her early days of power was now to be seen about the court. He recalled her chosen pet—a white kalinx, a tuft-eared cat devil of incalculable viciousness—which roamed her apartments more or less at will, and was a symbol to Koramvis at large of her own glamorous and inventive spite. Val Mala indeed would be an intriguing study on their return.


And if the Lowland bitch were seeded? If there was to be public proof of the Vis Lord’s extramarital lust? Orhn wondered, with a not entirely idle malice, would the embraces of the Lord Councilor be sufficient consolation.




2.


Dorthar, the dragon land, Dorthar the dragon’s head, the mountains its jagged crest, the lake Ibron its white eye, Koramvis its thinking jewel of a hub, the heart-brain.


The city lay on the foothills of the crest crags, elevated like a gigantic pure white bird on a nest of fire. Her foundations, bisected by a river, lay in the farthest recesses of time; like the Dragon Gate of Xarabiss, she was in part a remembrance, a physical creation burdened by essential legend, her ancestry a charred place where the Storm gods had come out of heaven, riding in the bellies of pale dragons.


At mid-noon, in the first Zastian month, her watchtowers spoke to her across the plain, black scavenger clouds of death smoke, and Koramvis opened her gates to admit her King.


Val Mala’s apartments were filled with a dim smoky incense-light. Candles fluttered, her women were dressed in black. The girl who conducted them there had silver tears painted on her cheeks.


Val Mala made them wait a good while, Amnorh the Lord Councilor and Orhn prince of Alisaar. When Orhn grew impatient, the girl stared at him and murmured: “The Queen mourns.”


Orhn made a sound of derision, but presently the mourner came and he bit back his curses.


Val Mala. Her Vis coloring was startlingly disguised by a creamy unguent, the Dortharian ebony of her hair hidden under a wig of hyacinth blue silk. She wore a funereal gown but the mood of it did not reflect in her face or her kalinx eyes, though they were as black as moonless lakes. She was far younger than her dead consort, had never loved him. Even her pregnancy was as yet invisible. She seemed to have rejected every vestige of Rehdon, and the ritual phrase —“the Queen mourns”—had all the absurd obscenity of something scribbled on a wall. Yet her beauty had lost none of its familiar edge, its stunning magic, despite that faintest hint about her of a high-class whore, that pinpoint glint of something vulgar and unrefined.


She glanced at Orhn, and then away.


“Where is my Lord Rehdon?”


“Coming unconducted through the palace courts since you, madam, called us to wait on you,” Orhn growled.


“It’s a pity, Prince Orhn, that you didn’t conduct him better while he lived. He might, perhaps, still walk among us.”


“It’s at once apparent, madam, how grief overwhelms you at your loss.”


She flinched at his irony and clenched her ringed hands in a convulsive, furious spasm.


“Oh, I am indeed overwhelmed. Overwhelmed by your malicious impropriety. You bring a gift for me, I hear.”


“A gift, madam?”


“So I hear. Your notion of a gift.” Her voice rose. “His whore! This filthy temple slut. A snake-worshiping devil-bitch he took for his pleasure because he couldn’t have me.”


Am Alisaar said nothing, his face stony with his own anger.


She spat at him: “You will not speak of this problematical child she carries. I won’t have her live! I am the mother of the King’s heir—I, and no other.”


“You and many others, madam.”


Her eyes grew suddenly enlarged and blank as if they saw in terror those other lesser children clamoring for their birthright. She turned and crossed to Orhn and looked in his face.


“I,” she said, “I, alone. Your King is here, Orhn Am Alisaar,” and she snatched his hand and laid it over her belly. He felt the gentle swell of her body, the ribs of some jewel set in her navel beneath the folds of her dress. He felt, too, the blood thicken immediately in his temples and surge in his groin. Val Mala saw his breathing quicken and abruptly pushed his hand away. “Your King, to whom you will kneel,” she said, smiling contemptuously at how she and the star had moved him. “And now you have my leave to go. The Queen-widow, I believe, can give such an order to a mere prince of Alisaar.”


Orhn stiffened, his mouth set. He bowed as rigidly as an automaton and strode out. The great cibba-wood door crashed behind him.


Val Mala glanced at Amnorh standing in the shadows.


“So much for the upstart.”


“Indeed, my goddess. So much.”


“I’m not certain what you mean, Amnorh. Possibly you should be thankful,” but she laughed and pulled the wig from her head. Her hair flowed black over her shoulders. “And has a physician examined the girl?”


“As soon as she reaches the Palace of Peace.”


“And Rehdon,” she said—“and Rehdon. When did he die?”


“A little before sunrise, I would judge. The girl was with him.”


“Foolish Rehdon, to need women so greatly and have such fear of them. Always fear. Even in lust, fear. An inadequate, hollow King.”


“He no longer troubles you.”


“No.” She bent close and her astonishingly white hand gripped his shoulder. “How?”


“I gave it to him in the bitter wine they brew in the Lowlands,” he said evenly. “The Red Moon was in his body. He didn’t realize what he was drinking.”


“I wanted him to know. I wish I could have seen him drink it and die.”


“Impracticable, my Queen.”


“And is Koramvis payment enough for you?” she hissed.


“In excess of what I ask,” he murmured, and reached out to caress her body already moving against his in awakening desire.


A man in a black robe hurried out from under the wide portico of the Palace of Peace. Behind him, high up in one of the bowl-topped towers, the room from which he had just come burned with a yellow light. Dusk was well advanced over the silent gardens.


He passed two sentries, whose eyes squinted after him when he had gone by.


In the shadow of the broad gate a strong hand came from the dark to seize his arm.


“What do you want with me?”


“News of the Lowland temple girl.”


“On whose authority do you ask me that?”


“The Lord Amnorh’s.”


The physician hesitated. At last he said: “It’s too early to judge her condition with certainty.”


The voice in the dark was insistent.


“Come now, physician. You think your own thoughts.”


“Then … I think she has conceived.”


The hand let go of his arm and someone moved soundlessly away. The physician shook himself as if to be rid of a shiver, and turned toward the sweep of the city, where lamps were lighting like stars.


Night flooded Koramvis, her bright palaces and narrow murderous ways, night and the star throbbed and faded and sank before the scarlet eruption that was dawn. Thereafter other nights and other dawns followed.


Somewhere a stringed bell began to rasp and toll.


Similar bells echoed it.


As the disc of this new sun steered above the horizon, gouts of smoke burst from the black temple of the Storm gods and drifted in gauzes over the river Okris. This red, scalding day would see a king finally carried to his tomb.


The sky cooled to darkest indigo.


From the Storm Palace, the temples, the Academy of Arms, moved black and glittering worm trails, converging and uniting on a white road flanked by gigantic crested dragons of obsidian—the Avenue of Rarnammon.


The High King is dead, the sun is eclipsed, the moon falls, the earth quakes.


A hundred priestesses were the prologue, wailing the mourning chant; a cry from hell it seemed, it was so full of emptiness, despair, pain. Their robes the storm-red of dragon’s blood, their eyes streaming tears from the citrus juice they had splashed into them, their bodies punctured and streaked with self-inflicted wounds. After them the priests, purple robes and a humming disquiet of gongs and mask faces caught in a congested rigor.


Rehdon’s Dragon Guard carried in their midst the embalmed death. Among their black, clashing assemblage, framed by the dipped rust banners and the trailing tassels, rolled a gilt cage with a man sitting up in it. He wore full armor. The great spiked crest flamed on his head, the eyes stared straight in front of him. He might have lived, yet death breathed out from every pore of him, an odorless stink of corruption, and the black eyes refracted and flashed and blazed, being constructed now not of tissue but onyx and crystal. Behind him walked princes like serfs, a king or two, and after these their women and their wives. And Rehdon’s Queen in her black velvet and fantastic jewels, her skirt also trailing in the smoking dust. Her eyes were blank as the gem eyes of her dead and hated husband. Her wish had killed him, yet she must mourn him through the city like a slave. She recalled the greetings of the Zakorian princes—“Honor to the heir in your womb”—and fury burned bitter as the dust on her tongue.


At the tail of the worm marched the endless ranks of soldiery. Drums thundered across the streets and thunder answered dully from the panting sky.


The crowds trembled, hearing this sullen roar of gods in anger. Women fell to their knees weeping as Rehdon’s death cage passed them. Soon a shout rose, a shout to kill the witch, the banalik of the Lowland-Accursed, the murderess of the Storm Lord: Ashne’e.


The Hall of Kings stood on a terraced bank of the Okris, and its entrance was a marble dragon’s mouth.


Between those upstrained jaws the shimmering worm ran, flaring now with torchlight. The sky had turned black, and spears of pallid light flickered beyond the river; rain began to fall in huge molten drops, and the river boiled. Thunder cracked in fragments.


The priestesses raised their rain-and-tear-dashed faces, quivering terror and exaltation.


In the shell of the sepulcher the torches quavered and dug blue and red light from the rubies and sapphires of rearing mausoleums, from the eyes of carved monsters and hiddrax, and ran in silver pools between the limbs of metal guardians.


A line of priests marked the way to the newest tomb. In the breath of sweet-smoke and incense the body of Rehdon was lifted from its cage and carried into its heart. Prayers moaned among the sarcophagi and were lost.


Val Mala followed the kings and princes into the silent place. Long ago she would have been walled in beside her lord, his thing till eternity or decay, and a dry raw fear rose in her throat as she thought of it.


He lay before her on his couch, on his back. Fear was replaced by contempt and scorn as she recalled that never again would he lie thus in life before her. She reached to take his hand, to press her lips to it in a mockery of the traditional kiss of sorrow. And was turned to scarcely breathing stone.


There was a snake.


It stood straight upright on her husband’s breast, wickedly thin, yellow gold, splattered with a coiling black design. Its tongue flickered like a black flame in and out of its mouth.


She could not draw back her hand. She could not call out


She held out her hand for the snake to strike her with its needle teeth, and for the poison to fill her veins. Its head recoiled and she knew her last instant of life was on her.


Lightning. It seemed lightning had struck through the roof into the tomb. But it was the glare of torchlight on a sword, the sword, in fact, of Prince Orhn, which had moved a fraction more swiftly than the snake and struck off its head.


Val Mala pulled her hand back as if from a sucking, reluctant clay, and fainted.


The silence in the tomb broke into shouts and imprecations, communicated rapidly to the throng outside.


Orhn wiped the blood slime from his sword and re-sheathed it methodically.


“Find the master mason of this tomb. He has some questions to answer.” As guards moved to oblige him, he motioned to Val Mala’s women, then stepped over her body without attention and went out.


It was no comfort to Val Mala that she was not required to walk back across the storm-choked streets. She lay like the brief vision she had experienced of her own death, and after oblivion came pain and sickness and alarm: physicians scurried to her, there were a hundred remedies and prayers. But the feared miscarriage did not occur; she held to her child with a furious, frightened vigor, and after the panic was done more than one surgeon howled under the whips of her personal guard.


She lay in her darkened bedchamber beneath the glittering coverlet embroidered with marigold suns and ivory-silver moons, and her eyes scorched her own shallow brain with their hate. Never had she known such terror, few times would she know such terror again.


“Bring me Lomandra,” she said.


Lomandra the Xarabian, her chief woman, came like an elegant and slender ghost into the shadowy room.


“I am here, lady,” she said. “I rejoice at your safety.”


“My safety. I almost lost the child, the King within me, Rehdon’s seed. My only hope of honor—she wants to take it from me—she sent the snake to kill my son.”


“Who, lady?”


“The whore Orhn brought here to spite me. The Lowlands worship the serpent, the anckira. That witch, that she-devil—I prayed she wouldn’t live. I swear she shan’t.”


“Madam—”


“Quiet. This is all you must do. You must go to the Palace of Peace.”


“Madam, I—”


“No. You’ll do as I say. Remember, I trust you completely. You’ll wait on the bitch, and then we shall see. Take this.”


Lomandra stared at the Queen’s extended hand and saw what Val Mala offered her—a ring of many precious stones, a beautiful and valuable ring.


Lomandra seemed to hesitate, and then, softly, she drew it off and placed it on her own finger.


“It becomes you,” Val Mala murmured, and Lomandra was wedded to her scheming.


Outside the casements, thunders crashed and galloped across the city, the black animals of the storm which was to last three days.


After the long rain, morning heat fell more sweetly into the gardens of the Palace of Peace.


The eyes of the guard turned sideways. A woman was coming up between the tall trees and the topiary, a woman with golden ornaments and wearing palace black. They knew her by sight: she was the Queen’s chief lady, Lomandra the Xarabian. She walked past them, up the pale steps, under the portico.


Inside, a coolness in the corridors, and mosaic floors. In a room sat a girl with lank hanging hair that was the exact hue of the rarest amber. Her belly was already enlarged with child, but her body did not seem to have grown with it; rather, it appeared shrunken away, as if all her flesh, all her being had concentrated itself in this one area of new life, the rest of her merely a shell, a housing.


Lomandra halted. She stood quite still, she stood with all Val Mala’s pride and contempt apparent in the lines of her, for she was at this time a total emulation of Val Mala.


“I am sent to you by my mistress, the Queen of the Am Dorthar and of all Vis, the Lord Rehdon’s widow,” she said coldly, stringing the titles like rare gems.


“For what purpose?”


Lomandra was startled by this directness, but only for an instant.


“To serve you. The Queen honors her husband’s child.”


Ashne’e turned and looked at her. She was a pathetic creature, Lomandra thought, with merciless distaste. Except, that was, for her eyes. They too were amber, and quite extraordinary. Lomandra found herself staring into them and looked quickly away, disproportionately unnerved.


“How long have you to wait for your labor?”


“It will not be long.”


“Precisely how long? We understand the Lowland women carry their children for a shorter time than the Vis.”


Ashne’e did not answer. Lomandra’s hauteur crystalized into anger. She went forward and stood over the girl.


“I’ll ask you again. How long before your child is born?”


Yes, the eyes were perfectly—Lomandra searched her mind for a suitable word and could not find one. Perhaps it was merely this alien racial coloring that made them seem so—preternatural. Small veins stretched across the white like paths into the golden circlet of the iris, the vortex of the pupils. The pupils expanded even as she gazed at them. They seemed to pull her down into a whirling lightless void. In the midst of the void Lomandra was assailed by a foreign emotion which was pure horror, pure dread and a misery beyond endurance.


She fell back gasping and caught at the chair to steady herself.


When next she looked down, the Lowland girl was sitting with her head bowed and her hair falling over her face.


Lomandra stared about her, confused. I am ill, she thought.


“In five months I shall bear the child.”


Lomandra recalled putting a question to the girl; this then must be the answer. She had asked about the birth. Her reason steadied suddenly about her; she was reassuringly calm, almost amused, at her brief hysterical disorientation. I must be more careful of myself. It was the heat, or possibly … Lomandra smiled, remembering that tonight she would lie with Kren, Fourth Dragon Lord, Warden of the River Garrison, whose lovemaking always pleased her.


The girl Ashne’e had already dwindled, guttered like the flame of a candle.


Lomandra forgot at the Garrison high table, and later, when the night dripped redly black through the open windows and she lived through the world of a man’s body under the auspices of the star. But when she slept, she lay with the great swelling of her own imminent labor before her, and felt the terrifying movement of foetal life within. Then there was a crowd screaming, and she stretched naked in an open place, pegged out under the cruel sky, and a blade was thrust through her, through her sex into her womb—the most ancient, unspeakable punishment of the Vis. She screamed, she heard the embryo scream. She saw her own corpse, and found it was not hers. It was the corpse of Ashne’e.


Kren woke her. She turned her face into his chest and wept. Lomandra had not wept since, long ago, little more than a child, she had left her own land for the crags of Dorthar. Now, rivers ran from her eyes, and afterward she trembled, fearing herself possessed.


At first she considered revealing to the Queen her fear, asking that some other woman be sent in her place to watch the Lowland witch, but when she attended Val Mala, bringing her the answer to her question, all hope of it left her. Since the serpent, Val Mala’s beauty had been gradually demolished by the tyranny of her womb; her whims were peevish, and she was at her most temperamental and dangerous.


So Lomandra returned to the Palace of Peace and found only a thin and wasted girl chained to the parasite of creation.


A month passed. Lomandra dressed the girl in rare fabrics that hung like sacks on her body, and combed out her lifeless, fulvid hair, and observed her closely, never once looking into her eyes, which now, correspondingly, never turned to hers.


And Lomandra marveled. She came to know the fragile body intimately, yet, knowing this much, Lomandra felt she knew nothing; the soul within the body was dumb and locked away.


The physician, the black gown flapping round his thinness like rags on a skeleton, came and went. At the end of the month, Lomandra approached him in the twilit colonnade.


“How are things progressing, lord physician?”


“Well enough, though she doesn’t, I think, seem well made to bear a child. Her hips are very narrow and the pelvis like a bird’s.”


Lomandra said then, as Val Mala had told her to: “It will happen soon?”


“Not for some months yet, lady.”


“I would have expected sooner,” Lomandra lied, the Queen’s words. “Milk pap comes out of her breasts on occasion. She’s complained of sharp pains in her lower back. Are these not signs?”


The physician appeared startled.


“I haven’t noticed that. She’s said nothing.”


“Well, I’m a woman. She’s peasant stock, unsophisticated, afraid perhaps to speak to a man of such things.”


“It may be sooner, then.”


He seemed troubled as he turned away and vanished between the pillars like a tattered shadow.


Lomandra, her hand already on the curtain, paused. She had guessed long since the Queen’s intent; but it came to her now, for the first time, to recoil from what she had made herself accomplice to.


In the room, the girl sat before the oval mirror drawing a comb slowly through her listless hair. An inexplicable pity choked the Xarabian. She went forward, gently took the comb and continued its movement.


“Lomandra.”


Lomandra was startled. This voice had never before spoken her name. It had a curious effect; for a moment the pale drained face in the mirror became the face of a queen who had bound her in service. Her eyes met Ashne’e’s in the glass.


“Lomandra, I have no hate for you. Fear nothing.”


The words fitted so perfectly with the overlaid image of royalty that Lomandra’s jeweled hands shook and she let go of the comb.


“Xarabiss lies beside the Shadowless Plains, Lomandra. Though you are Vis, the blood of our peoples has mingled. Know me and yourself, Lomandra. You will be a friend to me.”


The soul of the Xarabian screamed suddenly within her. Only fear of Val Mala kept her from crying aloud what she knew must happen.


The girl seemed to hear her thoughts, without surprise.


“Obey the Queen, Lomandra. You have no choice. When her work is done, then you will do mine.”


The moon hung, a red fruit in the garden trees, as Amnorh passed the uncrossed spears of the guard with a noncommittal: “I am on the Queen’s business.” Inside he climbed the darkness of a tower and pulled back the curtain of Ashne’e’s chamber. Only moonlight defined the room.


“I see you always as I see you now. Lying on a bed, Ashne’e.”


Her eyes were shut, but she said: “What do you want from me?”


“You know quite well what I want.”


He sat beside her and put his hand on her breast. It was obvious to him, even in the dark, that her beauty was both eradicated and unrecoverable, but it was not prettiness he desired.


“I want the tricks you taught Rehdon, the murdering tricks. You’ll find me an apt pupil.”


“There is a child in me,” she enunciated clearly, “the Storm Lord’s heir.”


“Yes. There’s a child. I doubt it’s Rehdon’s. His seed wasn’t overpotent.”


Her eyes opened and fixed on him.


“Do you imagine,” he said, “that you’d live now if I hadn’t planted you with the excuse?”


“Why does it matter to you that I live?”


“Ah, a profound question, Ashne’e. I want your knowledge. Not only the lore you teach between your white thighs, but those powers your people play at in their dunghills. The Speaking Mind: yes, I have mastered your terminology. Instruct me how to read men’s thoughts. And Her Temple—where is that? Close?”


“There are many temples.”


“No, not those. This is Anackire’s place. I am aware the ruins lie in the hills of Dorthar.”


“How do you know this?”


“I have had other Lowlanders at my beck from time to time. Some are looser-tongued than others. But none was an acolyte of the Lady of Snakes.”


“Why do you seek this place?”


“To despoil it of its monetary and spiritual wealth. This no doubt distresses you, but I assure you, you’ve no choice. There are a million subtle ways in which I can distress you more violently should you refuse to assist me in everything I ask. It would be easy to instigate your death.”


He needed no answer. She gave him none.


“Now I’ll have what I came for.”


She made no protest or denial, but reached for him and twined him at once in her limbs and hair, so that he also was reminded irresistibly of serpents in the moon-tinged blackness.


The Queen had summoned Lomandra to the palace; certain of Amnorh’s men had relieved the scatter of external guard at the Palace of Peace. Amnorh took the Lowland girl to his chariot and drove with her by circuitous routes toward the skirts of the mountains.


A silver dawn was replaced by a pitiless lacquering of blue as the towered city fell behind. Birds loomed on broad wings, casting ominous shadows.


“Stop at that place,” she said to him.


It was a cleft in rock; below, he saw the dragon’s eye, the lake Ibron, a gleam of white water.


“You must leave the chariot.”


He obeyed her, pausing only to tether the restless animals, and followed her along the bony spine of the hill.


And then she vanished.


“Ashne’e!” he shouted. A furious conviction took hold of him that she had duped him, escaped to some lair like a beast. And then he turned and saw her pallid shape, like a dim candle, burning in the rock beside him. It was a cave with an eye-of-a-needle opening. He slid through, and at once felt the dampness in the air, the chill and the encroaching, almost tangible dark.


“No trickery, Amnorh,” she said, and there was a subtle difference in the way she spoke to him. “All that remains of the temple hill-gate is here.”


“How can you be sure of the entrance?”


“I, like you, have been told of this place.”


The back of the cave fell away in a corridor of blackness into which she turned and he followed. Once the blackness enclosed him he felt immediately reluctant to proceed. He struck sparks from a flint to tallow and held it burning in his hand, but the small light seemed only to emphasize the impenetrable shade.


The corridor ended in blank stone. Ashne’e reached out and her fingers ran in patterns on the stone. He tried to memorize what she did, but the shadows confused him. The stone shuddered; dislodged, an ancient dirt cascaded, and there was a groaning of something old disturbed. An opening appeared grudgingly, low and slit-thin.


She slipped through it, a fluttering pale ghost, and seemed to fall in slow motion into a bottomless pit. Amnorh maneuvered after her and found a stairway, a great jagged pile of steps pouring down into the lightlessness below, and sinking in the inky sea was Ashne’e, an impossible fish.


As he watched her, there came a stifling urge to turn back. This was her element, it absorbed her, incorporated her into its being. From the Vis it drew away, amused but intolerant of his greed for substantial things. Yet his lust for the riches of the temple hurled him forward.


He followed.


Curious sounds stole into his ears.


There seemed to be a tingling, the rippling of unimagined instruments; it was the ceaseless dripping of blue water onto silver stone. The shivering damp steamed and slithered on the steps. A vision infected Amnorh of a screaming man who was falling, falling, falling into the depthless dark.


But though trembling and cold, he reached the bottom, and found another arch-mouth. He went through it, after the girl, unprepared by anything any terrified bleeding serf had ever babbled to him. Out of the black sprang a flame, and horror. He felt his tongue thicken and his joints melt like wax.


Anackire.


She towered. She soared. Her flesh was a white mountain, her snake’s tail a river of fire in spate.


No colossus of Rarnammon had ever been raised to such a size. Even the obsidian dragons could crouch like lizards by her scaled serpent’s tail. And the tail was gold, all pure gold and immense violet gems, and above the coils of it a woman’s white body, flat belly empty of a navel, gold minarets of nipples on the cupolas of the ice-white breasts. The eight white arms stretched in the traditional modes, such as he had seen on little carvings in the villages, casting ink-black chasms of shadow. The arm of deliverance and the arm of protection, of comfort and of blessing, and also those terrible arms of retribution, destruction, torment and the inexorable curse.


At last his eyes pulled themselves like tortured flies on to her face. The hair was all golden serpents, twisting, spitting to her shoulders. But the face itself was narrow, pale, long-lidded, set with a devouring yellow stare that might have been hewn from topaz. Or amber.


Ashne’e’s face.


He turned, and saw they stood in the great pool of shade that spread from the anckira, and it occurred to him that the cave was full of light, though no source was apparent.


“Who made this?”


When the girl answered, he could not repress the shudder that took hold of him.


“It has been said, Amnorh, that this is Anackire herself.”


And then sanity came back to him abruptly, for he saw the carved doorway set in the lowest coil of the tail.


“The hub of the mystery,” he said, “the treasure hoard.”


He went by the girl and strode to the door, ignoring what leaned above him. It had no secret machinery, giving at a thrust. Rusty metal swung inward, and he looked down into the eye of a great pool. Another deeper cave, filled by water, probably some entrance into the lake of Ibron. He stared about him, raising the burning tallow. There were no jewels, no religious amulets set with diamonds as the old stories had suggested; neither were there the great books of the lore and magic of the psyche and all the forces it might conduct and control. Only a cave smelling of water and filled with water. Anger lashed its thongs in his brain. So he had been tricked after all.


He turned and looked at Ashne’e.


“Where else do I search for what I want?”


“There is no other place.”


“Did you know there’d be nothing here? That all your legends were merely the dung of time?”


His hand closed viciously on her arm. He saw the blue circlet his fingers made, but no sign in her face that he caused her pain.


“Perhaps I should abort my child from you and leave you to the gentle mercies of the lord Orhn.”


Incredibly, a smile rose like dawn over her white face. He had never seen her smile, nor any woman smile in this fashion; it seemed to freeze his blood. His hand fell away from her.


“Do so, Amnorh. Otherwise he will be my curse on you.”


A curious sensation gripped him, so that he felt he looked at her not with his open eyes but with a third eye set in the center of his forehead. And it was not her he saw. Standing where she stood was a young man, indistinct, spectral, yet Amnorh could make out that he had the bronze skin of the Vis and, at the same time, eyes and hair as pale as the Lowland wine with which he had poisoned Rehdon during the first nights of the Red Moon.


The apparition faded and Amnorh staggered back.


“There is nothing here for you,” Ashne’e said.


She turned and began to cross the cavern toward the archway and the steps, and he found that he must follow her for he could no longer bear the singing silence and the presence of the creature in the cave.


He should then indeed have had her killed. She was no longer useful to him, a dangerous embarkation which had failed. And yet his lusts still drew him to her swollen ugly body, long after the star Zastis had paled and fallen from the sky. There was, too, the remembrance of the child in her which might so easily be his own. Would he, if Ashne’e were allowed to bring it forth alive, stand to benefit from this thread of his lineage woven into the royal line of kings?


The temple also haunted him.


Months after he had fled it, he had surveyed his terror and gone back. By then, the High Council, which he held in his palm, had voted him to the position of Warden of Koramvis, that title which ultimately and tactfully would ensure that he attained the regency. It had been the blood price he had earned from Val Mala, and her network of bribes and threats had not failed him. So long as he could amuse her he would do well, and Orhn, now redundant in the palace, deprived of honor and to a large extent of funds, afforded Amnorh a faint, aesthetic pleasure. Yet it was a season of waiting. And in the waiting, the urge came on him to return to that place.


Night was drowning the sky when he took the chariot and rode out of the River Gate, out of Koramvis, into the barren hills. The mountains, still tipped with the last light, were a monolithic desolation crowned with blood. A mad wind, the first voice of the cold days coming, howled among the rocks. When he came to the cleft, he left the chariot as before, and, taking a light in one hand, he followed the path the girl had shown him. He searched a long while. The moon appeared overhead, the stars came out. The narrow arch-mouth eluded him. Everything seemed to have become a fantasy, the hallucination of a dream. He recalled the peculiar moment when he had seen a man stand where Ashne’e had stood.


He turned back to the chariot, but checked a few yards off. The team was trembling and sweating. Amnorh looked about him. It was possible the night had called some animal out of its lair to hunt.


Then he saw it. A huge shape, with a glistening along its back from the moon. It eased over the rail of the chariot and slid away. A rock snake most probably, absorbed now into some hole. Yet Amnorh, voyeur of a superstition, had caught the imprint of the superstition like a disease. Had She perhaps sent it, he wondered with inadequate cynicism, that woman underground?




3.


Lomandra heard a voice calling her name.


She turned to look down the dim corridor, which was empty, and the voice seemed to come again—inside her skull.


Ashne’e.


Lomandra hurried up the marble flight of the tower, drew aside the curtain and stood staring. The girl lay white-faced and expressionless, yet, through the thin shift, Lomandra saw the running stain of blood.


“Has it begun?” Lomandra cried hoarsely, sick with fear. Then: “The child has come early.” They were ritual words merely. Lomandra knew well enough, and without surprise, why the child came. She had mixed the Queen’s medicine with Ashne’e’s food and drink for three months now. “The bastard will tear its way from her body,” Val Mala had murmured, “and be stillborn.” “Will it kill her?” Lomandra had whispered. And Val Mala had said, very gently: “I shall pray that it does.”


“Are you in pain?” Lomandra asked uselessly.


“Yes.”


“How close together are the pains?”


“Quite close. It will be soon.”


Oh, gods, Lomandra cried out in her soul, she will die, she will die, in agony, in front of me. And this is my doing.


“Where is the physician?” Ashne’e asked tonelessly.


“At the Storm Palace. Val Mala summoned him a day ago.”


“Then send for him.”


Lomandra turned and almost ran from the room.


The Palace of Peace was in pale darkness, caught in the pulsing blue afterglow of dusk.


Lomandra leaned on the balustrade a moment, trembling. She made out a girl moving below, a brown moth fluttering from lamp to lamp, lighting each with the firefly taper in her hand. Lomandra shouted to her and the girl froze, wide-eyed, then fled away through the colonnade, calling.


Lomandra moved slowly up the stairs, hesitant, dreading to return to the room above. In the doorway she halted. It was very dark.


“I have sent for the physician,” she said to the white blur on the bed.


“The waters have broken within me,” Ashne’e said, “just now, while you were gone. How long before he comes?”


Lomandra shuddered. Words flooded from her mouth before she could control them.


“The Queen will delay him. She and I have poisoned you. You’ll lose the child and die.”


She could see nothing of the girl except the dim whiteness. She gave no sign of her pain or any fear; it was Lomandra who writhed in terror.


“I understand all this, Lomandra. You have done the Queen’s work; now you must help me.”


“I? I know nothing of midwifery.”


“You shall learn.”


“I can do nothing. I’d only harm you.”


“I am already harmed. This is the son of the Storm Lord. He will be born alive.”


Abruptly Ashne’e’s body arched in a great paroxysm on the couch. She let out one single mindless animal cry, so solitary, unhuman and remote that Lomandra wondered wildly who it was that uttered it. And then, wanting only to run out of the room, she ran instead toward the girl.


“Take off your rings,” Ashne’e gasped. Her mouth was a great tragic rigor of struggling breath, above which her eyes were black and empty as glass.


“My—rings?”


“Take off your rings. You must thrust into me and seize the head of the child and draw him out.”


“I can’t,” Lomandra moaned, but a desolate power converged and overwhelmed her. The rings fell glittering from her fingers, with them the jewels Val Mala had bought her with. She found she had bent to her task like a peasant woman, felt her whole stance and physical presence alter, now rough and capable and indifferent, while in the core of her wailed the trapped court woman in horrified loathing.


There was a welter of scalding blood. The girl did not shriek or spasm but held quite still, as if she felt nothing.


Into Lomandra’s narrow hands emerged the brazen head, the wrinkled demon face of birth, and then the body on the dancing cord. In the uncertain dark, Lomandra saw the girl reach up and snatch at the cord, gnaw it through like a wolf bitch in the Plains.


The baby let out an immediate scream. It screamed as if at the unjust bestial world into which it had been dragged, half-embryo still, blind and unreasoning, aware, nevertheless, of all the agony which had been, the agony which was to come.


“It’s male. A son,” Lomandra said.


She shut her eyes and her tears fell on her bloody hands.


The physician hurried into the Palace of Peace in the first cool breath of day.


A woman, like a ghost in a dark robe, emerged from the colonnade. He had a moment’s difficulty in recognizing her as the Queen’s chief lady, Lomandra. Brows creased in anticipated distress (for some idiot of a servant girl had delayed the message, and he feared the worst), he asked: “Is the girl dead?”


“No.”


“Then she’s still in labor? Perhaps I may be able to save the child. Quickly—”


“The child was born some time ago, and lives.”


The physician found that his hand had moved unbidden in a gesture of ancient religious significance as he stared incredulously in the Xarabian’s face.


With a flick of her fingers, Val Mala dismissed her attendants, and Lomandra stood alone in the room with her.


The Queen was big with child, overblown and beautiless; the loss of her looks made her the more terrible. And Lomandra, who had felt herself too weary to be afraid, became afraid as she looked at her.


“You’ve come to tell me some news, Lomandra. What?”


Harshly the Xarabian said: “Both the child and the mother live.”


Val Mala’s bloated face squeezed together in an ecstasy of malice.


“You come to me and dare to tell me that they live. You dare to tell me that you were present and they lived—both of them. The witch that sent a snake to abort me and her offal. May the black hells of Aarl swallow you, you brainless bitch!”


Lomandra’s heart raced desperately. She met Val Mala’s blazing eyes as steadily as she was able.


“What would you have had me do, madam?”


“Do! In the name of Dorthar’s gods, are you a fool? Listen to me, Lomandra, and listen carefully. You will return to the Palace of Peace and wait until the physician leaves her. Oh, don’t tremble, you can dismiss the whore from your mind, I’ll deal with her. Merely attend the child’s cot and see to it that it smothers in its pillows. It should give you little trouble.”


Lomandra stared at her, the blood draining from her face.


“I begin to wonder if I can trust you, Lomandra. In that case, I shall require proof of what you’ve done.” The Queen settled back into her chair and her face took on a look of impenetrability. In that moment Lomandra despaired, for she felt she was no longer communing with anything human or rational, but rather with some she-devil from the pit.


“Bring me,” Val Mala said, “the smallest finger of the child’s left hand. I see you will like this task even less than the first. Consider it the punishment for hesitation. You understand the alternatives, I think. Disobey me and you’ll live the rest of your life with every manner of scar on your body that my whip master can devise. Go now. Get it done.”


Lomandra turned and went out, dragging herself like an old woman. She scarcely knew where she was going. With dull surprise she reached the curtain of Ashne’e’s room and could not remember how she had come there.


The child lay sleeping in its cot beside the bed; the mother too appeared asleep, and the physician had taken his leave. Lomandra went to the cot, stood gazing down with burning, half-sightless eyes. Her hand went out and touched the pillow’s edge. Easy, it would be so easy. The pillow slid half an inch from below the head of the unconscious child.
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