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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.


      




 


“Love is a ring,


and a ring has no end.”


—Russian proverb




PART ONE



The Slave Girl and Her Heart
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The sun in his golden chariot had driven almost to the last meadow of the sky. Presently, the six yellow horses who pulled him would snort the rose-pink smoke from their nostrils, and gallop behind the horizon. Then the twilight would come like a dark widow and throw her veil across the heaven and the earth, but long before she did, Shaina the slave would be back in the valley below with her master’s goats.


Shaina did not take the goats up to the mountain pasture every day in the spring. Young Ash, the master’s son, was supposed to do it, but Young Ash got drunk every fourth or fifth night, and so every fifth or sixth day, while Young Ash lay groaning under his bearskin blanket, invoking all the demons of the house to have pity on him, Old Ash’s wife would call the slave and send the goats with her.


Shaina was never displeased at this task. Her owners did not like her to sit idle on the slope, and gave her the washing and the mending to take with her, which meant a heavy basket to carry up and down on her back. She must keep both eyes on, and both hands ready for the goats, who in goat fashion were all mad, and anxious to prove themselves so. Nevertheless, it was good on the mountain, sprinkled with the little flowers of spring and alive with the rushing silver of streams, swollen in the thaw. The surrounding peaks were very close, each with its own shape and color, yet all continually changing under the moods of the sky, now dagger bright as the light sharpened them, now transparent with mist and distance, and now like stationary clouds. To the village, every height had a character and a name—Elf Roof, Cold Crag, Black Top. Some were blessed, some feared. But, whatever else, to sit working in their shadow was far better certainly than to be shut in the sooty house, among Old Ash’s wife and the cook-pots with, for variety, the shouting dog in the yard, and the children who threw pebbles at her. Generally, after a day on the slopes, Shaina would return refreshed, almost gladdened, to the village.


Yet this sunset, as she came down the winding stony track, basket on back, goats milling about her and the air like a song, there was growing in the slave a curious melting sadness.


It did not come as a stranger to her, this melancholy. For the past ten months it had approached and withdrawn, each time a fraction nearer, a fraction sweeter and more bitter in her heart. Shaina found she could give it no name.


It was not the harsh, grim sorrow of her slavery; she had grown used to that. Strong and proud and young she was; she had come very quickly to courage and determination: ‘I will not be slave forever, and if I am to be a slave, I will hold my head higher even than the Duke’s daughter at Arkev.’


Dark cruel men had snatched her from her home when she was six years old. She could remember little now of that wild passage, smoke and fire behind, terror before. A great sea had flung their ships on to a rocky shore, and she had come in chains and barefoot, with bleeding soles and weeping eyes, to the Korkeem, the place where she was to grow. Here she forgot her country, all but a ghost of it, only the voices of her ancestors, her race, reminded her, and sometimes her dreams. Her land was warm and this land cold, but this cold land became her land, and its ways, her ways, because she could recall no others. Only her pride she kept, the heritage that was somehow part of her bones and could not desert her. And though she was Old Ash’s slave, she had not been his slave always, and had seen more of her adopted world than the villagers who walked freely. At seven she had been sold, and again at ten, and into Old Ash’s service when she was sixteen. Journeying between these slave markets, she had observed three villages and one town, and even passed near the sun-and-moon city of Arkev, where the Duke ate roasted swans in a white palace whose every tower had a hat of yellow metal. Old Ash and Old Ash’s wife had ventured perhaps as far as Kost on market day. As for Young Ash, the tavern over the hill in the next village was the farthest he had ever been.


So Shaina had her pride, her travelled superiority, a little homesickness, and much resilience, and thus did not understand the sadness that came at sunset on the mountain.


A mirror, maybe, might have taught her, but the bronze mirror in the house was warped and dull, and besides, a slave had little time for such looking. A stream might have taught her, if it had stood still long enough to be a mirror, but the streams of the Korkeem were always busy rushing and ruffling in the spring, and in the winter frozen to marble. Her hair was shining black as midnight with stars in it and long and thick as the tails of horses, her eyes were the color of oak leaves in autumn an hour before the wind gives them wings. She was straight and slim, and she did not look like a slave nor walk like one. Indeed, perhaps the Duke in sky-worshipping Arkev would have been pleased to see his clumsy daughter carry herself as Shaina did, basket and goats and all.


There was a point, quite far down the slopes, where the track ran round a big rock. In the side of this rock someone had carved, centuries before, the image of a demon or a mountain deity, which the villagers always politely addressed when passing. Shaina, too, had got into the habit of nodding to the idol, and wishing it good-day or good-evening, for in this country of devils, sprites and goblins, you could not be too careful. The goats also behaved oddly when they went by, bleating and butting worse than usual. This sunset, however, reaching the rock, they all abruptly bunched together and fell uncharacteristically silent, rolling their eyes. Shaina looked up, nevertheless, to say her expected phrase to the carving, and it seemed to her that somehow it had a more definite appearance than usual, as if it had mislaid some of its years. But she dismissed this fancy, spoke her greeting, and tried to urge the goats on. When they would not budge, she pushed a way through them and emerged on the other side of the rock.


The sky was gradually darkening now and it was chill, but in the shadowy evocative grey-rose light the slopes were empty and the lamps of the village beginning to appear below. Only one thing was changed; a small boulder, which must have rolled down from higher up, had lodged itself in the middle of the track.


“See,” Shaina said to the goats, “it’s only a stone. Is it a stone you’re afraid of, silly ones?”


The goats shook their beards at her and kept otherwise quite still.


“Don’t you know,” said Shaina, “that when the night comes over the mountains the dwarfs will pop from holes and carry you off?”


But the goats stared her out, and presently Shania thought she would have to move the terrible boulder. So she walked up to it briskly, to show the goats there was nothing to fear. Just then the boulder gave a sort of shift and a lift and turned its head and looked at her out of two black eyes.


Shaina stopped still herself at that, but she said nothing since it seemed wiser to remain silent.


“‘Not everything that walks is a man,’” said the boulder conversationally, “‘and not everything that lies quiet is a stone,’ as the wolf remarked when the serpent bit him.”


“So I see,” said Shaina.


And so she did, for the boulder was none other than a strange grey-looking old woman in a mossy bundle of shawl, with a puckered grey old face and eyes like black knife points poking through it.


“You are the slave from the village,” said the old woman. “You have crossed other soil than this and drawn water from other wells. You are ready for something. Do you know for what?”


“I am ready to go back to my master’s house, Mother, or I shall be beaten.”


“The rod strikes the back not the heart,” said the old woman implacably. “Your heart, my fine high and mighty slave girl, is ready to be hurt. You stand there as if you carried velvet on your back instead of washing, and had silver rings on your ankles. I tell you, before tomorrow is over and done, you’ll come like a beggar to me, and offer me the blood in your veins and the marrow in your bones, in exchange for my help.”


Shaina felt herself go pale, for she was frightened by the old woman, not so much her peculiar words as the way she said them and the quite inexplicable expression on her face. But when Shaina was afraid, something like iron came into her. She answered firmly.


“If I am to come begging your help, then who shall I say I seek?”


“Ask in the village, slave maiden. Ask anyone. Tell them you met a stone that talked on the mountain, and that the stone was grey and it had black eyes. And now, you and your goats may pass on. Look, there is the way.” Shaina looked irresistibly where the old woman pointed. The dark was coming down into the valley like wine into a bowl, and the lights blazed from the narrow windows of the houses. Then it seemed the houses were in motion and the lights flying like yellow bees from one window to another. Shaina’s eyes dazzled, her head sang, and the mountain danced under her feet. “Ask in the village who it is that lives westwards on Cold Crag. And then find a bandage for your heart, since before the night is quite finished, someone’s look will go straight through it like a sword.”


All the goats began to bleat and thrust at Shaina. She caught hold of their rough backs to steady herself, and their golden eyes flashed in a great circle. Next she looked round, and there was no old woman on the track and no boulder either.


“See how foolish it is to stop on the way,” said Shaina to the goats. They laughed mournfully. Both they and she knew she had been conversing with a familiar of the mountain.


When she clapped her hands, the goats ran in a woolly tide for the village, and Shaina ran after them as fast as she was able.
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“Slave, you are late,” said Old Ash’s wife, straightening up steamily from her cauldron of dumplings.


“I beg your pardon,” said Shaina.


The goats were in their pen, but Young Ash had already cursed her for bringing them in at such an hour. He had urgent business, he said, over the hill, and what was a slave worth if she could get nothing done, and he cuffed her to teach her to be better. In the yard, the dog looked up from a bone and barked noisily as if to say: “Here comes Shaina, get out the stick!” The dog, who was also in his way a slave, liked to see a human receive the same brutal treatment that he did. But Old Ash was not back yet from the fields, so the wife caught her a clip round the ear to be going on with.


It was indeed quite late. The magic time when the first fires of evening were lighted was long past, the bread and spoons were on the table, and the dishes laid out in their proper places for the house demons. Each demon received a portion of the meal, and woe betide any householder in the Korkeem who forgot them. Even the rich must feed their demons. Old Ash said, even in the palace at Arkev there were little silver plates for the purpose. No home would function without them. There was the demon who looked after the timber in the walls, and the demon who lived in the roof and kept out the rain, and the demon who lay under the threshold and warned the family of any disaster by screaming and wailing. One winter night Young Ash had slipped in the snow coming from the inn, and wrenched his knee, and, having dragged himself to the door, lay there wailing and screaming. Old Ash and his wife had been too terrified to go down because they thought it was the threshold demon warning them about something, and their son had almost perished of cold before neighbors came to his rescue. Nevertheless, demons there were. As a rule they kept hidden, and ate their food when the household slept. But sometimes, in the bleak bizarre hour before sunrise, Shaina, curled stoically on a ragged rug by the ashes of the fire, had opened her eyes and glimpsed a shadow, thin and agile as a snake, creeping away into the walls, leaving its empty dish behind it.


Old Ash was soon in.


He glanced at Shaina with a certain pleasure, for not many villagers could afford a slave. Thanks to this proprietary interest, Shaina received adequate sustenance and shelter, and was allowed to share the family bath, after the rest of them had done with it. Old Ash had also kept Young Ash away from her, no easy task when a young man’s proudest boast was how many girls he had had between today and last moon-festival. Still, Young Ash feared his father, a big strapping black bear of a man, and perhaps even more his shrill-tongued mother. Property was not to be damaged or, Mother Earth forbid, got with child when there was so much work to be done.


Old Ash’s wife set stew before her husband and poured him beer.


“The slave—” she began, but Old Ash cut her short.


“There has been a wolf after the sheep,” he said.


“A wolf!” cried his wife.


“It’s late for wolves,” said Young Ash, who had come in hurriedly for his supper before setting off over the hill.


“There are wolves and there are wolves,” said Old Ash dourly. He chewed his dumpling and said: “And Mikli told me Someone has been seen about again, the Grey Lady from Cold Crag.”


“It’s two years since ever she came near,” said Old Ash’s wife. “The women used to go to her for charms and spells, but she drove too hard a bargain. Last winter they were saying they saw her fly off in her chair—the birch-wood chair, you recall—but maybe she’s come back. She’s as old as the rock, and as hard.”


“She had better not come back,” said Young Ash portentously, finishing his food. “The girls would stone her if she did. There’s, a slut over the hill has a two-headed child because of trying to be rid of it with a charm of Barbayat’s.”


“Ssh!” snapped the wife. “Naming names gives powers! Don’t you know any better?”


“Better a name than a bellyache,” said the son manfully, and strode out.


Shaina dropped the dish of loaves she had been carrying from the oven. She did not mean to. All at once the trembling which had got into her at the mention of the lady of Cold Crag had reached her fingers.


The wife started up like a maddened hen, her hand already reaching for the stick. But at that moment there came a noise in the street outside, so rare, so curious, that it stayed the three of them in tableau. Even Young Ash stopped in the yard. It was the sound of horses hooves and of bells and discs striking on bridle and spur: a sound that only the rich made.


“The tax collector!” cried the wife in a panic.


“The priest from Kost,” muttered the husband.


‘Death,’ thought Shaina, and did not know why she had thought it, though her heart, her young heart that the Grey Lady of Cold Drag had mentioned, turned right over in her breast.


Out into the night went Old Ash and his wife. Even the dog strained on his tether. All along the wide crooked street people were coming to stare, lamps in their hands or bits of bread from supper. Shaina did not go into the road, only as far as the doorway, but she still saw.


Black horses, she could not count their number in the odd shifting light the lamps made, seven, nine, thirteen … And riders—how many? Muffled in cloaks like great black wings folded around themselves. Yet the lamps caught highlights on the scarlet cloth of saddles, reins like chains of stars dripping more stars which were bells, the white metal flash and the yellow, and gems like drops of blood and gems like the green eyes of cats.


And then someone came forward, not hurrying, the first rider on the first horse, slowly, but straight into the full glare of the windows. It was not the priest and it was not the tax collector. Some thought it must be the Duke of the Korkeem himself, and said so, but they were mistaken also. What duke would ride about the mountain roads in so much splendor, and with so few—seven, nine, thirteen—behind him.


“I am welcome among you,” oddly stated the stranger, looking down on the villagers from the height of his black horse. The stranger wore purple, a shade so dark it too was almost black, and on his purple was embroidered twenty golden suns, their rays stitched apparently with rubies. Around his neck was a collar of gold spikes and on his head a tall hat of saffron bound with silver. His countenance you could barely credit, it was so white, as if thickly enameled. The eyes were rimmed with gold and the mouth crayoned black-red. Inside his mouth burned teeth pointed and sallow as a wolf’s, inside the golden lids burned eyes as lividly stagnant as guttering coals. With one long narrow hand he held the jingling reins, in the other a showman’s staff of peeled wood with a knob of dark stone at its tip. The fingernails of his hands were each the length of a rat’s tail, pointed and lacquered like jet. He glittered in the window-light, and his paint-face turned from east to west. “Do you know me, good people of the valley? You will.”


No one spoke. If fear casts shadows, it cast them then and there. Bowels turned cold and breath tripped. The stranger on the black horse smiled.


“Have you never heard a rumor of Kernik, the Clever Showman? Kernik, the Prince of Conjurors, the Master of Acrobats and Actors, the High Priest of Entertainment? Kernik, Lord of the Laugh, Maker of Magic and Stealer of Scenes?”


Kernik snapped his fingers and his nails clacked. He rapped with his staff on the ground and a shower of sparks shot from it. From out of the sparks a bird flew straight up into the star-dusted sky.


A little mutter ran down the street like a spring breeze. Somewhere, two or three dogs set up a howl and then left off.


“Here are my actors,” said Kernik, the Clever Showman, Kernik, Maker of Magic, with a gesture of his predatory hand behind him. “The performers of my troupe. Come, children. Dismount, and the kind people will feed us in return for our wonders.”


There was immediately a movement among the horses, like a flock of ravens lifting their wings, letting their wings fall. And then, in the midst of them, there seemed to have been a light kindled: a light without color or heat, yet more brilliant than any other in the village, such that the windows were eclipsed and the lamps snuffed out. Such a blaze of jewels and metal sprang up in that new light that it was like a bonfire, and Kernik, the Prince of Conjurors, was its scalding center.


Kernik called out a word or name that no one knew. The horses trotted backwards, then stood on their hind limbs and seemed to freeze in that position, like statues. The riders separated from each other and some came forward. Suddenly the street was full of tumblers and music and the beat of tabors, and in the middle, unchained, a bear dancing sedately. And the fur of the bear was blond, and its eyes were blue.


The villagers were over their alarm. The rhythms and the dancing warmed and excited them, and fear was slipping away. They clustered at the dim perimeter of the wide street, and chuckled and applauded and shouted out in surprise. Not very often, they told each other, did you see a show like this.


Now there was a young girl dancing with the bear, and she wore a net of sapphires over her bright yellow hair. The bear was very courteous to her, holding her meekly by the waist and hand, and bowing to her in the manner of the dance. She was so lovely the youths of the village did not even dig each other in the ribs or whistle, though their eyes were round and their faces flushed.


“Behold beauty and innocence. She is a princess and her blood is purer than pearls. Even the bear will not harm her,” Kernik’s voice recited to the tempo of the drums. “If you will, I shall show you what befell the fair one.”


What happened next was hard to explain, though it seemed quite reasonable at the time. The piece of the village where Kernik and his actors stood ceased to be an earth road, all goat-dung and pebbles, and became a landscape of marble with slender trees from whose branches hung golden apples, and under whose latticed shadows drifted birds with tails of green and blue fire. And here the fair girl walked, gathering dazzling fruit in an apron of jewels, while the bear walked after, playing a pipe most tunefully.


“A tranquil scene,” crooned the voice of Kernik, “but not for long. There was, in those parts, a dragon.”


Overhead thunder rolled. It seemed to fill the sky and burst it. Women screamed.


“Are you afraid to see the dragon come?” roared Kernik. “Speak, and I will turn him back.”


“No!” shouted the crowd in delighted fright, “Show us the dragon.”


Kernik then again called the secret word, and the dragon came. The sky went red, the sky went blank white. Out of the white, like a lightning bolt, came a beast in a chain-mail of diamonds. Fireworks exploded from its mouth and its tongue was a serpent as long as a hoe. Back shrank the crowd. The bear fled and the birds vanished. The dragon lashed its tail like a huge cat, and struck flame from the roof of a nearby home: yet the roof did not fall and the awful dragon breath scorched no one. It had eyes only for the princess. It seized her in its claws, then straight up like a rocket it went to the highest peak of the marble land and laid her down there and glared about it, flapping its bat’s wings.


“Now, who will rescue the lovely one from the foul one?” asked the voice of Kernik. “Come, any offers?”


As if in answer, a buffoon arrived on the marble plain, very fat, with a wooden sword at his side, riding a blue goat with two heads.


“Giddy up!” blustered the buffoon, “I must save the princess!”


The blue goat stopped still and the buffoon got off. The goat butted him and the buffoon fell over. When he tried to remount, the goat shied suddenly and down he went again. One of the goat’s heads began to whistle and the other to sing in perfect harmony with it; meanwhile it stood on three legs and made water. When it saw the dragon, it was abruptly. The singing head saw first and fell quiet. The whistling head, puzzled, looked about till it saw the dragon as well. At this, it relinquished its third activity and fled sideways out of sight.


“Oh dragon!” stupidly bellowed the buffoon, “Where are you? Come out and fight. I will make mincemeat of you and a quilt of your skin.”


Then he, too, saw the dragon. The dragon flapped its wings. The buffoon tried to run to safety and fell over his sword three times before he managed it.


The crowd, laughing, hissed and disparaged him, and the dragon lashed its tail.


“This is no use,” said the voice of Kernik. “Up there is a princess waiting to be rescued. Up there is a dragon waiting to be fought. Surely somewhere there is a champion worthy of both.”


The crowd responsively began to cry, “A champion! A champion!” And after a moment a figure strode onto the stage and flung back his black cloak. The crowd gave a cheer, for there was no mistaking the champion had come.


His armor was gold and his helm gold with a silver crest, and in his hand a green-gold sword. His hair and brows were very dark, his features noble, aquiline and arresting. The girls of the village fell silent and held their breath.


The dragon opened its wings and the champion looked up at it without a trace of fear.


“Come down,” suggested the champion courteously, in his arrestingly musical voice. “I have something for you, dragon. My sword blade.”


The dragon gave a shriek of anger which resembled all the rusty bellows in the Korkeem going at once, and descended like an avalanche.


Then there was a fight indeed.


The young village men fought it too, shaking their fists, howling advice, ducking and spinning round in circles. The young girls fought the battle in their hearts and lungs, and buried their faces in their hands and looked between their fingers.


First the dragon had the knight down, then the knight had the dragon down. Then the dragon breathed out fire and the knight’s cloak seemed to catch alight so he must roll on the ground to put it out, and the dragon slashed him with its great curved claws. Then, to an uproar of drums, the champion knight leaned back against one of the glittering trees as if faint from the dragon’s breath, and the dragon sprang, and, as it came, the knight’s sword flashed up and impaled it through the breast. Black blood flowed from the wound, the dragon fell over, briefly kicking and trumpeting, then leadenly motionless, a last curl of smoke retreating from its nostril.


The audience stamped and clapped.


A spangled chariot was already coming from the marble peak with the beautiful princess in it. A rain of flowers and sweets began to fall as the smiling girl stepped out and the golden champion kissed her hand.


Then a sound, half-recollected, the snap of the showman’s fingers, the clack of his nails, and there was only the flicker of the lamps falling on the wide street, a white collapsing mountain—a cloth from under which tumblers were tumbling—and a dragon of wood and glass gems dividing into three pieces, and disgorging men.


Kernik stepped forward, his hands tucked now into his somber sleeves. He stretched his crayoned mouth, and nodded, and there stood all his actors in a line, though somehow it was still hard to count them, still difficult to be sure how many of them there were. Or were not. A mass of tumblers, dragon men, heads and legs of the goat. Only three seemed definite, the fat buffoon with a look to him yet of a blond bear, and the handsome knight and the gorgeous lady, hand in hand. And when all bowed low, the shadowy ones did so in shadowy fashion, but the buffoon extravagantly, the princess sweetly, the knight with a charming and mercurial grin.


“Have we earned our supper, people?” asked Kernik. “We will tell fortunes after, and besides, the tricks are not all done.”


The villagers bawled their assent. They might have been drinking white wine.


Mikli and his sons ran to open the doors of their barn, and wives scattered to bring kindling, cauldrons, supper, even to kill chickens for the pot, as if poverty, and tomorrow’s empty plate meant nothing to them.


Old Ash’s wife was hurrying towards the house, and Shaina shrank aside.


“Slave! Slave!” cried the woman. The dog barked furiously, and scratched his fleas.


‘We are all bewitched,’ thought Shaina, and icy flames ran down her spine.


Mikli’s barn had not been thrown open in this way since the wedding of his eldest son three years before. Now some of the things in it were tossed out on the street, and the things left inside were sat on. Beer came in skins, food in pans, and a great hearth was made on the stone floor and a great fire got going inside it. No one questioned. No one held back. Items came out of cupboards and off hooks that had been set by since last winter, and nothing was grudged.


Kernik, the Clever Showman, sat enthroned on a bale of hay, shining purple and saffron, and smiled like a kind father as the people brought him their offerings. To his left sat the maiden in her sapphires, to his right the black-haired actor who had been the knight, but near or far in a riot dashed the other players of the troupe.


Sometimes the tumblers turned cartwheels or ran through hoops or leaped over the fire or danced in it. Sometimes the bear-buffoon rose and joined them, and juggled and drew silver eggs from ears and snakes from out of aghast mouths.


It was the actress-princess who told fortunes. She stretched out her pale hands and caught between them the scared hands of girls and wives and grannies, and the hot hands of the young men who wanted only to touch her. She told them things from their past that were true, and things from their future which they believed. No one dared kiss or grab her cool flesh, nor stare too long into her regal eyes that were like pools of darkness. Some of the girls were bolder with the young actor. They slid into his arms and set their lips to his face and curling hair, and rubbed against him like cats after cream. He laughed with them, he paid them compliments and kissed the pretty ones back, but there was no depth to these courtesies, they were like shadows thrown on the walls. The village girls grew uneasy presently, and slunk away.


Shaina at first was pushed to the middle of the barn, to tend the fire and the pots left on it, and to take drink to the men when they yelled. But later, when it would be easy to slip away, she meant to, and bit by bit was edging to the door in readiness. She wanted to run back up the street to Old Ash’s house. Part of her wanted to hide under her ragged blanket there. She had, from the beginning, sensed a smell of perversity on the air as surely as a fox scents dogs. And yet, when later came, she did not quite go, could not quite make herself leave the barn and run to the safe house. And now she was growing sleepy, crouched there in the smoke at the door.


Was all the gold real gold? And the golden armor and the golden sword, and the gold the firelight found somehow on the black curls of the young actor’s hair? Twice she had passed him, carrying beer to Old Ash, or to stupid Mikli. The young actor’s eyes caught the lamps in blue-green stars when he raised them, but he did not seem to see her go by. A blade grazed her then, a blade of iron not gold. Silly Shaina, slave in a peasant’s house, foolish even to think of him, and he a free man, and better than any of them…. But the dragon had seemed alive and terrible, how could that be? Kernik—Magic-Maker, Stealer of Scenes—with, seated on his right hand his chief player, like the dark young god the maidens worshipped in spring….


In the night, the dogs were howling again. Perhaps there were wolves after all, as Old Ash had said, late wolves, or the kind that were really devils.


Shaina discovered she had fallen asleep. A dream came by. The dream had the actor’s face and his voice, but he did not speak to her and his eyes did not answer hers.


Wan light stole over her eyelids, cool as water. The smells of wood-ash and old food were familiar enough, but not the smell of the hay and the cattle and the other ripe reek of beer.


Shaina woke and found herself lying at the door of the barn. All around others snored and grunted in heavy slumber.


Something was the matter with the world this day.


She moved only a little, just enough to see outside.


It was the melancholy grey time immediately before dawn. Sad birds were singing from the slim trees on the mountain slopes, and from the willows by the stream. The houses of the village humped ominous and silent. Seven or nine or thirteen black horses stood waiting like a funeral, and on their backs seven or nine or thirteen riders in black cloaks.


Shaina, her eyes wide, conscious vaguely of witnessing what she was not meant to witness, looked in vain for a bear-buffoon, jugglers, acrobats, looked in vain for a fair-haired girl, a handsome actor. Each rider now was anonymous as each, and all their color, their panache, their brazen brightness was gone. The jewels then were maybe glass, after all, and tire Showman only a trickster travelling to a fair at Kost.


Then the first sun-ray struck over the mountain, the sky was lit, and as the uncountable troupe began to pass along the street, Shaina saw something was missing from them, something was left out. They so resembled shadows, man, girl or beast, but not one cast a shadow on the road.


Her instincts leapt. She wanted to make holy signs to protect herself, to spit the nearness of evil and unlife out of her mouth. But all she could think was: ‘He also, the young actor, is a demon. He also.’


And then she remembered how he had looked at her and not seen her, looked and not seen with those eyes the color of sea water and smoke. And so it was from a memory that the sword went through her, but through her the sword went, straight through her heart, as Barbayat, the Grey Lady, had cruelly promised.
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Shaina went to the well. She looked into it. But the well was a poor mirror, like all the rest.


She did not understand what to do; she did not understand herself. All the amorphous pain that had welled up in her before, all that longing without a name, had now found a name, and with a name it was no better.


Love was like a wild beast gnawing her heart and her vitals. She had been too proud and too outcast and too self-sufficient to know it before. Men had come and gone in the village, some of them not so bad, some of them strong and good-looking, and maybe some of them had looked at her thoughtfully, even though she was Old Ash’s slave. But this was where the ghosts in her took charge, the race memories, the ancestor voices of her forgotten land. They made her see brutishness in place of strength, and alienness in every male gesture, and nothing in her had ever stirred. She had been impervious and like all impervious things, it had taken, at the correct moment, only one look, one dream, to break in the bolted door.


Presently, sweeping the yard vigorously, she begged her own pardon and told herself that it was not her fault after all, the witch of Cold Crag had put a curse on her.


There were indeed plenty of curses that strange morning.
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