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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.







Author’s Note


FANTASY is a word with several meanings. Prominent among these are two that particularly interest me and are relevant to this book. In the literary sense, that is, a fantasy is an extravagant narrative of marvels; in the psychiatric sense, an erotic fantasy is a masturbatory daydream indulged in as a prelude to sex, or during the sex act.


I wondered if it was possible to combine the two meanings of the word into one work of fiction.


For about seventeen years now I have been engaged in the crafting of heroic fantasy novels. The genre is popularly called Sword & Sorcery. In some twenty-two novels and a few dozen short stories and novelettes, I have rather thoroughly explored the limits of the genre.


But I have never written an heroic fantasy novel from the viewpoint of a woman.


Nor have I ever written anything that was particularly erotic, if not virtually pornographic.


But I am nearly as interested in erotic literature as I am in the literature of the fantastic.


This, then, was the genesis of Tara of the Twilight. It was one of those novels in which I was able to simultaneously attempt to do several different things I had not tried to do before.


To write an heroic fantasy that was frankly an intensely erotic work of fiction; to write from the viewpoint of a young heroine for once, rather than a hero.


And in Zebra’s Roy Torgeson I found an editor willing to give it a try.


To those familiar with my earlier work, this novel will perhaps come as a bit of a shock. If not something of a revelation.


For I am generally thought of, I suppose, as a modern Edgar Rice Burroughs: an author of wholesome, exciting action stories for boys.


Well, the boys out there in readerland are going to have a ball with this one.


So … here’s to the untrammeled imagination, and the erotic impulse. Two of the things that make us human … and two of the things that make life most interesting.


Happy Magic!


LIN CARTER


Hollis, Long Island, New York




I.
THE TOWER
OF THE MOON




1. Chanthu the Sorcerer


I AM TARA. That is the only name I have ever known: and if my mother and my father called me by another name, I never knew it. For I never knew my mother nor my father. For as long as I can remember I have dwelt in the Tower of the Moon which rises among the Hills of Arniak.


Here was I raised from childhood to adolescence by Chanthu the Sorcerer. He it was who gave me my name of Tara, for I was a willful child much given to rages and to tears, and in my youth I lost my temper more often than I retained it. Once, testing my sword-skill against the iron strength of Zalric, a tireless and speechless automaton in the service of Chanthu my mentor, I took a blow that stung sorely and brought tears of pain and fury into my green cat’s-eyes. Sobbing oaths, I turned upon the metal man, plying my blade in a storm of steel; then flung down my dented weapon and ran to the kindly wizard to be comforted. I was then about six years old.


The old man took me upon his knee and soothed my bruise and calmed my tears. Stroking back from my brow the tumbled crimson curls of my tousled mane, he chuckled as at some private jest. “You are a veritable tara when crossed,” he smiled. “That would be a good name for you, my child. Tara. The spitfire.”


And I was called Tara from that moment on. (They are small, vicious reptiles, easily enraged; akin to firedrakes, albeit much smaller, they indeed spit flames when angered. They inhabit the Desert Country west of the Hills.)


CHANTHU the Sorcerer was my teacher, my mentor. He taught me everything I know: how to read and write in the queer, hooked characters used in the Twilight, how to con numbers, the names of beasts and avians, the lore of herbs.


His citadel rose atop the highest hill of Arniak, and this was in the Fire Country, not in the Twilight. It was called the Tower of the Moon for that the stone whereof if was builded was sleek and silvery-gray, like the Moon which nightly rose above the edges of the World to drive away the darkness. I was reared with the Sun and the Moon, and the Twilight was unknown to me in these years, although not far away.


He was a good and kindly man, the old wizard who raised me, a friend to the beasts who came to him when they were hurt for healing, and, in winter, when the snow lay thick in the vales and there was little game for them to prey upon, for food. Some who came thus never again returned to the wild, and these were my friends and playmates, the companions of my childhood.


Khaldur was one of these, a great golden cat with a crimson mane and lambent emerald eyes like mine own. She had come to the Tower when I was very small, fleeing from huntsmen who had wounded her with arrows. Chanthu healed her wound and tamed her with his gentle words and the power of his gaze. By his Art he raised her mentation to almost that of men. We could speak together, she and I, without the use of spoken words: for I came to know every shade of meaning in a whisker’s twitch, the tone of a purr, the tension or the curving of her long, sinewy tail. And I believe she could understand half of what I said to her.


Zalric was my other friend, the staunch and speechless metal man whose strength was that of a giant. His iron body was like a hollow suit of armor, fantastical with ornament, jointed and strong. Instead of a smooth, featureless helm, Chanthu had given him the face of a statue, calm, beautiful, stem, expressionless. Against his untiring arm I tested the skills of my own, with sword and dirk and quarterstaff, honing my skills to mastery, until I became at length a swordsman—or swordswoman!—who could hold her own against any champion.


It may seem odd that a young girl should train to such skills with the sword, for I have heard that the women who dwell in the cool marble cities of Twilight are pampered playthings, trained only to give pleasure to men. Howsoever this may be, I was not raised in the Twilight but under the Sun and the Moon, and the old wizard, for reasons of his own, raised me to be a fighting-woman. In after years, never have I found reason to regret this.


And so I lived and grew to adolescence there in the Tower, while Chanthu sharpened my wits with lore and learning, and Zalric honed my skill with swordplay. And Khaldur, my beauty, my playmate—against her tigerish strength and speed I tested mine own. Oft did we wrestle together, myself naked save for a clout, my slim and golden body slick with sweat, hardening my muscles and sinews until I was strong as any man, though slender and curved like a woman. Many times I miscalculated or slipped, and took a buffet from those velvet paws that lay me stunned upon the cobbles, and left me bruised and aching for days. They could have snapped my spine like a dry twig, those velvet paws, heavy as war-hammers, or crushed my skull to red ruin. But Khaldur held back the full weight of her blows, and even when we wrestled and, in my Temperish Rage, I sank my strong white teeth in the satiny fur of her shoulder, she did not unsheath those wicked, hooked claws that could have disembowelled me with a single stroke.


With Chanthu and Zalric and Khaldur as my tutors, I grew wise and swift, skilled and strong. The slim, sweet lines of my silk-smooth body concealed strengths like coiled steel springs, and my swordarm-wrist grew strong as rock. I could leap like a leopard, run like the wind, swim the foaming torrents, ride and fight and swear like a man.


But I was not a man. I was—I Am—Tara!


ONE DAY, when I was sixteen, the time was almost upon me when I knew that I must soon leave the Tower of the Moon forever. I had always known it, I think; certainly, the old Sorcerer had never concealed from me the knowledge that when I had known sixteen winters my time of training was done, and I must go down into the Twilight to search for the secret of my birth and the mystery of my existence.


Even Chanthu did not know who or what I was, or the identity of my mother or my father, or the homeland of my people. Somewhere out there in the Twilight, he said, or in the unknown regions beyond, the secret lay, awaiting me. It would not come to me; therefore, I must seek it out.


Hence, he explained, I had been raised to become a War Maid. For they alone of womankind may come and go freely amongst men in Twilight, or freely enough. Their sacred Quest lends them immunity against the assault of men and their lusts. Or, at least, a greater immunity than young women would otherwise enjoy in the wildernesses of Twilight.


This order of virgin swordswomen is known as the Starhonna; the women thereof are sworn by the Flame Oath to eschew the company of men and intimacies such as are normal between the sexes. Dedicated to their Quest, each Starhoenne serves the divinity of her choice, guided through the perilous ways of Twilight by visions and inspiration. Such, at least, is the belief of the superstitious men of Twilight.


Whether or not a War Maid of the Order would be completely safe in Twilight remained to be proven. He particularly feared (he said) the profligate and pleasure-sodden men of Paltossa and the Northern Barbarians. If I could avoid these twin perils (so alike yet so very different, the first being languid and perverse urbanites, the other wild savages roaming the Plain), I should be safe enough. Yes, even in Twilight.


“The men of Twilight,” he told me one evening before the green flames of his magic fire, “are cruel and violent; they are ruled, not by their reason, but by their appetites. And you must know, Tara, my child, that even at sixteen you are very beautiful. Many are the men who will look upon your tawny loveliness with desire. For your chastity to remain inviolable, you must take the Flame Oath and become a War Maid, bound upon your Sacred Quest. There is no other way, my child, to solve the enigma of your being.”


I flushed and veiled my eyes beneath thick lashes. Of late my body had ripened towards womanhood, I knew all too well. Betimes, stripped naked for bathing, I had stared long upon my bare beauty in the silver mirror which hung in my tower chamber. I was tall for my age, I knew, slim, with long, coltish legs and strong arms, like a boy; but my breasts had ripened, and the delicious, warm curve of my hips and smooth loins were womanly. My small, firm, rounded behind and sleek thighs would attract the gaze of men, I feared.


But my face—was it, truly, beautiful? I regarded myself in the mirror, wonderingly. My eyes were large, tip-tilted, green with smouldering emerald fires, fringed with thick, sooty lashes, under arched and winging brows. My face was full-cheeked, heart-shaped, with a small, firm, determined chin, and a full, soft mouth, lush and ripe as a rich fruit. A clear bronze tan lay over my creamy flesh. My nose was small and pert, the bridge dusted with freckles. And my hair was a long, smooth mane of crimson.


My gaze in the mirror dropped to my breasts. They were small and firm, pink-tipped, the nipples thrusting full and tender as the pursed lips of babes; deliciously soft, yet firm and resilient. The small, hard, unripe breasts of a virgin maid … I stared dreamily at my nude breasts in the mirror and, almost without volition, my hands stole up my sleek sides to cup and fondle their warm rondures. With thumb and forefinger I toyed with one pink nipple until it grew hard and rubbery, and, as always when I touched myself intimately, a tingling began in my loins; my other hand dropped to the pink-lipped crease between my rounded thighs and the sensitive little nubbin at its top. I gasped, wetting my lips, fingering myself and squeezing my warm breasts … would they ever thrill to a lover’s kiss, or give suck to babes? Would I ever become a woman, in every true sense of the term?


Then, with a gasp of derision, I snatched my hands from my body and turned my thoughts aside, driving these soft, womanish feelings from my heart. I would become a War Maid, sworn to remain chaste and pure until my Quest was accomplished.


Women lived soft, pampered lives, like pets or playthings.


I am not a woman, I swore fiercely to myself. I am a War Maid, a virgin swordswoman sworn to the Order, and my life will be the long road and the open sky, the flash of naked steel and the hot spurting of fresh gore!


I will be no man’s perfumed toy, to writhe in languor under his grunting lust. I am the equal of any man, in council, hunt, or war—


I am Tara! And Tara the War Maid I shall be, until my Quest be done.




2. The Sword in the Flame


BEFORE a woman can become a War Maid she must fast and keep vigil before an altar of the Flame, and take the Oath. Sometimes that vigil is rewarded by a Revelation in which the Avatars of the Flame make it known to her that which she must accomplish.


Now that I was attained to the age of sixteen years, I was ready to set forth upon the road. Chanthu and Zalric and Khaldur had taught me all they had to teach of lore and wisdom, craft and skill, strength and agility.


I fasted all that day, and knelt all that night stark naked on the stone pave before the altar which Chanthu had reared in the vaults beneath the Tower.


It was clean and bare, that altar, cut from smooth, white stone. Atop the altar a flame pure and white, a symbol of that greater Flame we venerate.


I tried to keep my mind blank and receptive to whatever visions might come in the night, but it was hard. My thoughts wandered to and fro, wavering from one side to the other, even as the white flame upon the altar danced to the touch of the currents of air.


Soon I must leave the Tower, and put behind me the only home I had ever known, and sunder myself from the only friends and companions who had ever been beside me, or within call when I needed them.


Tall Zalric, strong as a giant, silent as a stone! Never would I see the firelight glitter along the jagged flame-curved blades of his helm’s crest, nor the flicker of thought in his eyes, carven from yellow crystals. Never again would I hear the hollow clank of his metal step on the courtyard or the stone stair.


My thoughts flew to memories of Chanthu, the kindly, tall, quiet-voiced old wizard who had been my friend and mentor for every day of my life. His strong-boned face, stern yet gentle, wise yet humorous. Never would I see the sunlight gleam on his heavy mane and long beard of iron gray, or hear his deep, slow-speaking voice teaching me of the mysteries of Life and the World. His tall, strong figure, ever clad in robes of green and silver, was as familiar and as comforting to me as the furnishings of my own room. Never to see him again … it made me feel sad and lonely, just to think of parting from him.


As for Khaldur, I could not bear to even think of seeing her no more. The dry, dusty smell of her sun-warmed fur … the deep-throated singing purr she voiced, when I would comb smooth the thick tangles of her crimson mane … the gentle touch of her velvet paws … I could not endure the thought of leaving her behind. She was more to me than a pet or a playmate, or even a friend, was the great tawny jungle cat: she was as a sister might have been to me, had I ever had a sister. We were twin souls, she and I …


I thought of my small stone-walled room, clean and bare. With the hard cot on which I slept, the washstand in the corner, the three-legged stool by the wall. I remembered the vista from the tall, peaked casement window, the mirror of beaten silver on the wall, and the shrill, sharp, familiar hiss and chitter of Jirrik in his cage of silver filigree. How could I leave my Jirrik behind, with all the rest? The small, lithe avian had come fluttering through the window on stiff wings like sheets of lucent opal one snowy night, cold and weary and dying of hunger. I had nursed the small winged reptile back to life, and Chanthu had made a cage of silver wires for me to keep him in. The glittering minute scales which adorned his wriggling, supple length I had cleaned and polished until they blazed like gems—fierce gold, cobalt blue, cinnabar red, coppery green.


He would miss me, would the lithe little avian. But no more than I would miss his bright, inquisitive, beadlike eye, his hissing cry, the feel of his warm, dry body as it coiled about my arm.


RESOLUTELY, I turned my mind away from these distracting memories, and back to my devotions. The Flame would not reward me with a vision of my first task upon the way unless I composed my mind and directed it along more suitable channels.


I thought of Xargo the Guardian Before The Flame, and filled my mind with his image. He was that Avatar which I had selected as my patron, not only because it is Xargo who watches over homeless travelers and guards them in their wanderings, but because in another of his aspects he was the Patron of all who live by the Sword.


Perhaps it was unseemly of a warrior girl to choose a male Avatar for her patron, I do not know. It would have been more proper, had I given my devotion to Quana the Virgin Huntress, or to one or another of the female Avatars, Sarushka the Mighty Mother, Iodha of the Harvest, Enoe the Lady of the Great Green Sea. Perhaps: but for better or for worse, Xargo was my patron, and by him would I swear my oaths.


I pictured him in my mind, the strong, simple warrior, loyal and devoted, who stands ever before the Portal, warding the Holy of Holies, shielding with his mighty form the White Flame as it dances forever on the hearthstone of Eternity. A goodly patron, I warrant; an Avatar that never failed of his trust …


THE FLAME danced and danced to every whim of the changeful currents of the air that blew through these empty vaults from unguessable caverns below the Tower, and my thoughts swayed and wavered with the dancing of the bright plume of fire.


At first I was conscious of my body as I knelt there, naked on the cold stone floor. Conscious of the aching of my thighs, the coldness of the stone beneath me, of the tension in the back of my neck and of the emptiness in my belly, after a day of fasting.


Gradually, bit by bit, I began to forget my body. A numbness crept over me like lapping wavelets of cold water, rising slowly to drag me down, drowning my consciousness in the dark depths of the rising water.


I became oblivious to the chill touch of the damp air kissing my nude and tender breasts, of the strain of my weary, cramped muscles, of the hunger which growled like a beast in my famished belly.


I became oblivious even to my self, to my own small existence, which was like a feeble, insignificant spark in a great world crowded and crammed with teeming life.


I stared unblinkingly into the depths of the dancing flame. It grew and grew in my vision, even as my awareness of my own self shrank and shrank, dwindling into nothingness.


The flame was all about me now, it stood between Tara and the World like a curtain of pure white luminance drawn about an empty shrine.


I immersed myself within its splendor, until the flame became indivisibly one with that greater and supernal Flame whose living self and symbol it represented.


And within the white glory at the heart of the Flame there blazed an even brighter core… a slim, supple blade of fire, like the long and sharp and narrow blade of a sword …


Indeed, it was a sword! I could see it clearly now, sharp in every minute, tiniest detail… the hilt was a spiral, twisting shaft of ivory like the horns of unicorns glimpsed in the painted pages of Chanthu’s lorebooks, yet from the pale patina of mellow gold which gleamed from that twisting ivory I knew it for dragon-fang ivory … from the long, slim, straight yet tapering leanness of the blade I knew it for a longsword, a true longsword of Olden workmanship … and the blade was of silvered steel, burnished like a mirror, etched with seven glyphs in a charactery unfamiliar to me, but etched deep in the silvered steel (I somehow knew) with a needle of adamant, dipped in fierce acid distilled from the slobber of basilisks …


The bright steel flashed brighter, dazzling my eyes. They fluttered shut, blotting out the glory.


I fell forward in a swoon and was unconscious before I sprawled full-length upon the stone floor.


It seemed that I sank into a velvet darkness that rose smotheringly around me, sucking me down into a numb blankness where thought and memory and vision and even the faint, feeble spark of life itself were drowned and lost.


And I knew no more till morning lit the World and Chanthu was there, kneeling beside me, holding a hot cup to my lips.


“Drink deep, War Maid,” he said, and his face was warm with pride.




3. I Set Forth on the Road


THE SORCERER roused me from my trance, and lifted my head into his lap, and gave me to drink a hot, spiced wine from the steaming mouth of a deep earthenware cup. Never had food or drink tasted so delicious to me before. I drank the rich wine down and felt a glow of warmth and a feeling of well-being spread from my belly throughout my being.


I lay there, naked and shivering, numb and almost blue with the cold, while his strong, gentle fingers kneaded life back into my cramped limbs. Under the soothing massage of his hands the stiffness and soreness gradually left my weary muscles, and I began to feel alive again.


The flame was gone from the altar as if it had never been. The stone surface was clean and cool, unscorched.


He helped me to my feet and wrapped me up in the thick folds of a voluminous, hooded cloak of warm wool, dyed emerald-green. I had never seen it before, and examined it wonderingly. It was the exact shade and color of my eyes.


“It is my vigil-gift to you, Tara,” he said. I thanked him, haltingly. “Did the Flame reveal to you aught of that which is to come?” he asked.


I described to him the Revelation that had come to me in my trance. He frowned thoughtfully and made me picture the longsword in words while he listened intently to my description of the sword, of the hilt of dragon-fang ivory, carved like the spiralling grooves of a unicorn’s horn, of the sleek blade of silvered steel, and of the seven glyphs etched therein.


“It is none other than Istalon the Keen,” he said at last, “the charmed longsword of the Nine Heroes of Azphar the Dragon City. It was Kadron Ironhand, the Last of the Nine, who bore it within living memory. It has slept beside his corpse all these years, with none so foolhardy or so daring as to take it from his hand. But if this is a true Revelation from the Flame, the which I doubt me not, then it is given unto you by the hand of Xargo of the Flame, and none in all the World hath a clearer claim to it than you.”


“Where shall I find it?”


“You shall seek it in the City of Death,” he said. “But now, no more of this, my child. Come from this dank, unhealthy place and let me give you the rest of my vigil-gifts.”


BECAUSE a War Maid must bare her tender flesh to the sharp kiss of steel, trusting to whichever Avatar she has taken for her patron to ward her from hurt or harm—that, of course, and her own sword-skill—my harness consisted of no shield, no mail, and precious little of anything to hide my nakedness from the eyes of men, or their blades.


The old Sorcerer had lain out upon my bed the trappings I must wear, and remained to show me how to don them.


A groincup of hard black leather shielded my maidenhood and protected, however scantily, my loins. To this there was attached a narrow girdle of beaten iron plates, snug-fitting, worn low upon the hips, leaving my slim taut belly exposed. My long legs and thighs were left bare, save for high tight boots of supple, soft black leather whose loose, flapping tops folded over just beneath the knee. They had arched soles and high heels, these boots, made to fit the stirrups of a warbird.


My breasts were fitted into scanty cups of hard black leather which came to sharp points at the nipples. They were lined with soft plush, these breast-cups, fastened together in the front by an iron ring, and held by a thin chain across my bare back.


A long, flat-bladed throwing-knife in its black leather scabbard was strapped again about my upper right thigh and a longsword scabbarded at the waist.


A thin, light brow-piece of sparkling silver held my tousled mop of red hair out of my eyes, and swept back in curved, tapering horns like a coronet. Midmost the brow was set a smooth, oval and unpolished fire-emerald, the shape and size and brilliance of my eyes. Mailed gauntlets of black leather for either hand completed my War Maid costume.


I felt like a true War Maid, proud and regal, with a glittering coronal athwart my brows. I felt like a Princess!


Chanthu wrapped me in the warm green folds of the hooded cloak, and put into my hands a slim ivory bow with curling horns, a white leather quiver of long arrows, and I was costumed for my Quest.


My old mentor looked me up and down with pride.


“Now look you like a true Starhoenne, in sooth,” he said with a smile. I flushed pridefully.


It was nigh unto the time when I must depart. One last look about the tower room I took: Xargo alone knew when—if ever!—I might see those same walls and familiar furnishings again. It was a sadness to me to think on this; but I cannot deny a certain excitement rose within me at the thought, as well.


To see new men, strange faces, foreign and unfamiliar realms! To a restless girl long pent with an old man and pet beasts, the hunger for new experiences and curious sights was hot within me.


After that look about me at my belongings, I took naught else from the room in which I had spent almost every night of my young life.


But before I went therefrom and closed the door behind me—perhaps for the last time—I opened Jirrik’s cage of silver filigree.


The little avian slithered out to lash his glinting coil about my upper arm. I kissed him once upon his fanged snout and let him hiss and chatter to me, as was ever his wont, pretending as of old to understand him.


Then I pushed open the casement window and let him flutter from my hand to join his brethren upon the winds.


Tears stung my eyes as I turned away. By Xargo, must I melt like a woman at farewells?


I went down to breakfast.


CHANTHU TOLD ME those things I needed to know.


“To find the City of Death, you must go down into the Twilight,” he said. “It is very different in the Twilight than here, on the heights, in the Fire Country. There a haze hides the Sun and the Moon. Even the stars are never seen by those who dwell in Twilight. Ask me not the reason for this; no one knows; no one has ever known.


“It is the Land of No Shadows, and you will find it strange at first. The Twilight darkens with sunfall: that time of day is known to they who dwell in that land as ‘Dimming.’ Likewise, the rising of the Sun, when the Twilight brightens somewhat, is known to them as ‘Lambence.’ The largest city in the parts you will first visit is known as Paltossa the Dreaming City. The Prince of that city is a languid, effeminate boy, weak and callow. Avoid Paltossa, if you can do so.”


I absorbed this information without comment or question. But one question I did, indeed, have.


“How shall I find this place called the City of Death?”


“The road will lead you to it. In sooth, your feet will find it for you. Put yourself into the hands of your patron, Xargo. He will take care of his own.”


“Very well, but what is the City of Death? Is it a city of men, like this Paltossa you warn me against?”


“Of men, yes; but they are dead men. It is a great Necropolis, where men come from all over the Twilight to inter their dead. The City of Death has as its patron, Urghond the Death-Lord, the Master of the Shadows.”


My full lips curved in a scornful smile. I essayed a feeble jest.


“A Master of Shadows, in the Land of No Shadows?” I quipped.


His expression hardened into severity. This, I gathered, was no time for jesting.


“By Shadows I refer to the spirits of dead men,” he said sharply. “Death is something you know nothing of, Tara. For Death has never been allowed to enter herein. The Tower of the Moon is beyond even the reach and the empire of Dark Urghond. But Death rules in the city of tombs. And the spirits who are his subjects are sometimes … restless!”


I shivered without volition at the grim tenor of his words.


His gaze softened; his eyes grew wistful.


“The Twilight will be strange and new to you, for it is strange, that country where birds walk and reptiles fly and men go ever with no shadow to dog their heels—strange is it to such as Chanthu, who hath seen many a world far from here. Go in peace, War Maid. It is time for parting.”


I never saw him again until the ending of my Quest.


A MILE or so below the Tower I heard a crunching of leaves under the weight of a padding foot, the rustling of bushes as a gliding form slid between them.


I turned, fierce-eyed, an arrow nocked and held at the ready.


In the next moment I fell to my knees, weeping and laughing at the same time, my heart filled with joy. My arms went out to wind about the neck of the great tawny golden cat. I buried my face in the warm, thick mane that was as scarlet as mine own. A rasping pink tongue caressed my nape and shoulder, and there sounded a deep, thunderous purring from the mighty breast where beat the savage heart of Khaldur, my friend, my sister.


Of all the companions of my girlhood, it was Khaldur alone could not bear to be parted from my side.


We went forward together, Khaldur and I.


Into the Twilight.




II.
THE LAND OF
NO SHADOWS




4. Blood on White Marble


ALL that day and the next we descended into the Twilight, Khaldur and I.


Below the Hills of Arniak, whereamong rose the Tower of the Moon, the world sloped away into a vast and bowl-shaped depression. Too wide was this prodigious vale for even my keen eyes to see the further sides: it was like a world in itself; and the name of it was Twilight.


Naught we saw or encountered that was a peril; only the little, harmless beasts of the woods and the fields. These we slew, hunting side by side together, the great golden cat and I, and upon this game we feasted with Dimming.


Aye, Dimming, for we had left the Sun and the Moon behind us as we descended into the broad abyss. Gradually the skies darkened over our heads as we went down the gentle, wooded slopes into Twilight; but it was no such darkening of day as ever I had known before. For the Sun did not set in the west, amidst its ruddy flames, nor did the Moon arise. It was as if some Hand, unthinkably vast, had slowly drawn a purple veil across the skies.


And Twilight it was, in very truth: for stars glimmered, faint and pale, against the gloom. Yet was there light enough to see by, a vague, pervasive luminance that was a faintly glowing haze, like the ghost of daylight. And truly here there were no shadows.


By the ending of the second day, at Dimming, we reached the bottom of this world-huge depression. Here the woods thinned out a little, and in the interstices between their tall, befeathered boles, Khaldur and I espied a road. Doubtless this paven way led to the Paltossa against which my mentor had warned me, and with that in mind I chose to avoid the road and sought to seek another way. It was in my mind to circle the outskirts or suburbs of the Dreaming City, striking north across the wilderness… for it was in the north my destiny lay, or so Xargo whispered to me in my dreams.


But it was not to be my good fortune to elude the cunning hands of Paltossa.


WE had come not far when I observed a curious sight. It was a field of marble domes and vaults and crypts, whose like I had never seen before, but had read of in those books which told of the ways of the men who dwell in Twilight.
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