DEATH DANCES

Tanith Lee

Death cane to ldradrud at suns' rise. She had appointnments to keep

The city lay along the banks of its river, a river green as jade and thick as
soup, sprinkled with garbage, rotting hul ks, and sl ave-powered qui nqueremnes
like

floating towers. The tiered towers on the banks kept still, save in the
occasi onal spring earthquakes, which revived religion in the city as only the
pl ague coul d do otherwi se. Dones and mi narets and steeples stood agai nst the
Great Sun and the Sun-Star on the yell owgreen sky. But closer to the earth,
t he

slunms that were the truth of ldradrud, and the cut-throat alleys which

bi sect ed

them huddled in the warm ng sludge and nuck. Di seased-I|ooking steps piled
into

the water. There were those who got their living fromthe river in an

i mrenori al

way. Not by plying goods or hauling sail, not by catching the

slightly-poi sonous

fish or the now and-then-lethal oysters, but by detaining the corpses to be
found in the water, stripping them of valuables, clothes, bones, and hair
even—to be sold later for wigs. This trade was carried on by boat, or

soneti mes

it was perforned by those who, holding breath a | ong while, swam deep down
into

the jade broth, down to the bottom and searched about there in the snoking
mud.

Al ong anong the quays, there was a gaudy stretch or two. Tenenments dressed
with

bal coni es, awni ngs, birdcages, and evil exotic flowers. Here was a narrow
house

with its skirt in the river, pink plaster and ornate scrolling—all battered
and

peeling fromsun and wet.

Bitza, as she gazed forth froma w ndow, saw all those other buildings, hers
and

the rest, upside down in the water, one with a young woman gazi ng out of a
wi ndow, and an eel snaking by through her hair. But she is free, thought
Bitza

on reflection, of her reflection.

Bitza, the Harlot in the Pink House, was not beautiful; but she had | earned
to

give the inpression of enornous and indefinabl e beauty, and was much desired.
Even |l ords cane to her slum palace to visit her. She m ght have been rich
but

was not entirely honest. Certain enemies of her youth had died in nysterious
ci rcunmst ances. But she was concerned for the poor and gave nost of her
fortune

away in the interests of caring for themnanel essly. Once, she had been poor
hersel f, and dreaded the idea of it. Now her fine dark hair was curled and
streaked with gilt. Her large eyes were perfectly shaped, the prineval col our



of

the river, but crystal clean as the river never was. Her body was strong and
graceful, honey's hue in sunmer.

As she was putting | oops of gold through her charnming ears, Bitza' s maid cane
fleeting in.

"Madam a nessenger-runner brought this.”

Bitza took the slip of parchment. It had an unfamiliar |ook and texture, and
a

strong snell of incense. The wax was bl ack, without a seal. Bitza imagi ned
one

of the nore-than-usually eccentric lords of Idradrud was about to seek her
out .

(Her clients, to a man, exacerbated her.) There was one who liked to be

chai ned

and whi pped by a Bitza nasked like a silver eagle, and another who liked to
make

| ove while sem -drowning in a bath of wine..But Bitza broke the wax and
opened

the parchnent, and it said: "As arranged, tonight I will be with you. Death."

In one of the blacker alleys, in an overhanging storey that seenmed, wth
every

creak of winter winds and capricious shift of spring quakes, ever nore |ikely
to

fall smack into the six-foot-w de street bel ow, Kreet was |lying | ate abed,
havi ng ki cked out his boy comnpani on several hours before. Kreet of the dark
soul

and the light fingers, popularly called Golden Hands—Kreet the Thief.

He had stol en nonunmental treasures, they said. Then been robbed of them by
ot hers, whom he had | ater paid by various neans, without recovering the
prize,

or else he used the loot to bribe the city authorities to be obliging, or he
had

ganbl ed the proceeds away. Then, too, despite the squal or of his |odging, he
was

said to own the whole alley and half the streets and crunbling edifices

ar ound.

VWhile in the apartment of dirty, nasty roonms were there not chests full of
noney

guarded by his ruffians, and bed-curtains sewn with rubies over a bed whose
sheets were sel dom changed? There were

Kreet, the Thief with Gol den Hands, was not a kind nman. Swarthy of skin, foxy
of

face and eyes—though w thout a fox's good | ooks—his bush of |ong black hair
was

washed once a year, while his beard bathed daily in his neals. Al this had
become a trademark. On the back of rivals he sonetines personally tattooed

t hese

words: Kreet dislikes ne. And others, discovering the phrase, tended to shun
t he

bearer of it.

But Kreet |oved no one, not the fair boys he misused in his bed, not his gang
of

robbers, who admired him Not even the chests of ill-gettings. Kreet stole
because he was good at stealing. He liked the thrill of taking, and the

vi ol ence—Fhen, the skeins of jewels in his golden mtts, Kreet scow ed,

di ssatisfied. Wiile the violence had repercussions that were beginning to
wor ry

hi m



Yet, one thing Kreet did |ove and |ike, and now he summoned it to himoff the
bedpost .

"Come, ny tatty joy!"

And down fl apped a brown chicken, and nested in his arns, crooning peaceably
and

pecki ng scraps of grain fromhis hand that only [ ast night had barbered a
coupl e

of noses, while Kreet crooned back in perfect conmunion

But there was a scratch on the door. One of Kreet's gang cane sidling in.

"A nmessenger-runner left this at the tavern."

Kreet | ooked at the parchnment and the black wax seal. He squinted at his
robberling and instructed, "Qpen and recite."

The robber, who had his letters as Kreet did not, obeyed. In an incredul ous
and

guavering croak, therefore, he presently read out these words: "'As arranged,
tonight I will be with you. Death."'"

Where the bank rose away fromthe river, up terraces, up a hill, a doned
tenpl e

stood, lifting its stone head clear of the sluns. Between the tenple's
pillars,

cool shapes went drifting; and the murrmur of chants came and went,
continual ly,

and the purr of doves. The w ngs of these doves were clipped, for fear they
should fly too far and nmeet the river gulls, which wwuld tear themin pieces.
But the priests and priestesses passed in and out carelessly, protected by
their

pal e azure robes. The slunms were superstitious. ldradrud did not rob or

nmur der

its priesthoods.

H gh up in the tenple, just under the done, was a round chanber with an altar
of

marble. Fromthe altar ascended a hollow silver cup, in which there burned
eternally a pastel blue flame. This flane, or Flame, was the spirit of the
tenple. Even in the earth-shocks, though it had faltered and snoul dered, it
had

not gone out. It was said to be the result of a pul se of subterranean gas,
whi ch

had breached the ground before the city's birth. Later, holy nen sawin the
gas—whi ch coul d be nmade to catch bluely alight—a manifestation of the
Infinite

So the tenple was built, and the gas channelled up via pipes fromcellar to
altar and so into the hollow cup, where the flash of flint and tinder brought
it

alive once and for all

There was al ways, it went w thout saying, a guardian for the Flame. It was

t he

task of a year. Wth every new year, a new guardi an was el ected. To the
esoteric

creatures of the tenple, this task, which shut themnore or |less all one year
in

t he round chanber and its adjacent annexe and gallery, was considered a
wonder ful privil ege.

Sune had now tended the Flane for seven nonths, and had therefore seven
further

nmont hs of the ldradrudian year to tend it.

Wiite and sl ender as a wand, from aesthetics, incarceration, dedication, Sune
wore the azure robes of her order, the sapphire rings; and her hair was

bl eached



and tinted faintest blue, as was the hair of all the priests and priestesses.
Sunme, as she glided about her duties, at prayer, feeding the doves, noving
al ong

the gallery like a ghost, Sune was no different fromevery other inhabitant
of

that place. She seened, as they all seened, to have no life but the

expr essi on

of the tenple.

Yet, to such as drew close and gl anced at her directly, there mght cone a
check

of surprise. For Sune's narrow, delicate face hinted a curious passion that
had

nothing to do with solitude or the Infinite, and her dark eyes burned in a
way

that did not speak of sacred fire. The less reverent who had noticed this had
said, Here's one ripe for sonething. But they were unsure what—i schi ef,
mayhem

or only sensuality and sexual fall

Now Sunme poi sed before the Flane, straight and slimand upright, the Flane
itself in human fenmal e gui se. She had been repeating the norning orison, but
as

she concl uded, a bell sounded outside at the annexe door. Soneone w shed to
speak to her, or to bring her some news. Sunme, who had no fanmily but the
tenpl e,

havi ng been |l eft an orphan on its steps, went quietly and without alarmto
receive the visitor.

A young novice bowed low to Sune, the Priestess of the Flame. He held out a
pi ece of parchment sealed in black

"The High Priest sent me to you with this. A nessenger-runner brought it to
t he

porch."

Sune took the parchnment with a slight, astonishnent. Once or tw ce, men of

t he

congregation had i nportuned her, having seen her at her offices and becone
infatuate with her spirituality—er her prom se of the spiritually profane.
Was

t hi s anot her such note?

It was not. It read: "As arranged, tonight I will be with you. Death."

It was now midnorning, and the two suns shone hi gh above the city, putting
gol d-1 eaf on every crease of the river and every slate of every | urching

r oof .

Whil e al ong the spires and parapets of fine nmansions and pal aces, the suns
unctuously poured, in dazzling bad taste Uphill, in a high-class inn on one
of

the nicer streets, a young arny captain, raising his eyes, was pronptly

bl i nded

by three gol den statues positioned atop sone lord' s house across the way. So
that, |ooking back at what he had been witing, he saw only their three bl ack
afteri mages stuck there over his words. It was tradition anong the | ower
circles

of the upper echelons of Idradrud, that third sons enter the arny. Here they
soared as fanme, war, cash, and influence pernitted. In seasons of conflict

t hey

fought the battles of Idradrud; or, as now, in peace, they strutted, idled,

or

slothed away the tinme at home. Miglay, a captain of three compani es—sixty
nen—a

sol dier, but also a scholar, had eschewed both barracks and famly and put up



at

the inn. Poet al so, he had been enployed all night with that. He coul d not
sleep, felt he would never sleep again. He had seen too rmuch of friends who
di ed, and enem es he did not hate yet nmust kill. And recently, a man who was
very nearly his brother in everything but blood, had turned out to be a
traitor;

and it had fallen to Miiglay to attend the mlitary scaffold. Plead for mercy
for this man as Mhiglay had done, nmercy had been omtted.

The near-brother had spat on himand died in agony, scream ng. A scene often
recaptured in dreans, which caused Miglay to turn slunmber out of the room
whenever possi bl e.

Though duty-bound to be a clever and able soldier, and dutifully being al

t he

role demanded, it did not fit him He had al ways half suspected, and now was
sure. Blond of hair, handsome, and thoroughly haggard and hol | oweyed from

| ack

of sleep and sl eep's scourge when he accepted it, he | ooked the poet and
schol ar

he surely was, and al so sonewhat the haunted nurderer he seermed to hinself to
be. None would or could console him Least of all his famly of puffed uncles
and irksome brothers.

No hope, no help, Miglay, the Captain of Three Twenties, had witten on the
page. No cure, for the sickness is ny life.

And just then, even as the afterimges of the statues faded out of his sad,

di straught, and sl eepl ess eyes, soneone rapped on the door. An inn-girl
ent er ed,

flirtatiously, (he did not see), to tell hima nmessenger-runner had brought
somet hing, and to hand hima | eaf of parchnent sealed in black

Vhi gl ay opened and read the parchnment. He gave a contenptuous | augh

"As arranged, tonight I will be with you. Death."

There is a saying in lIdradrud of the green river, Life will dance wth soneg,
and
some Life will refuse. Yet Death dances with every man.

When Bitza, the Harlot in the Pink House, read the nessage, she said, boldly,
"Some kink-full suitor is playing a trick. | had better get ready."

When Kreet, the Thief with CGol den Hands, read the nmessage, he said,
nervously,

"Some filth-laden foe is after ny hide. | had better get ready."

But when Sune, the Priestess of the Flame, read the nessage, she said,

stilly,

"Can this be so? Well, | am here."

And when Miglay, the Captain of Three Twenties, read the nmessage, he said,
coldly, "Then let her arrive. | amwaiting."

It was suns' set. First the Great Sun sank down behind the western bank of

t he

river, in a murky glory of red, russet, and anber. The Sun-Star followed |ike
a

| over. The sky turned to wal nut brown, resenbling an expanse of

hi ghl y- pol i shed

tabl e, then went black. The stars appeared, in conplex patterns, such as the
Sphynx, the Lion, the Lyre. The nost intricate of all was that of the Wnged
Wman, which stretched for a quarter of the night across nost of the eastern
hori zon, and was easily discernible, even by a child-body, |inbs, wi ngs,
hai r,

drawn in blots of dianmond. The air over ldradrud was thickly crusted with
stars.



So many that, even |lacking a nmoon, which it always did, night was always al so
very nearly bright as day, except if there should be overcast.

Dar kness being present then, punctually Death knocked at Bitza's door

Bitza reclined in or upon a black couch like a coffin. The roomwas hung w th
bl ack cerenents and had generally been made to initate a tonb. Bitza herself
wore a translucent shroud, and bone conbs in her hair.

"It is a woman," hissed Bitza's maid. Bitza raised her brows. "Very well."
And

so Death was shown up to the tonb-room and Bitza | ooked at her with

di sfavour.

"I do not as a rule deal with women," said Bitza. "But if you will neet ny
price, | will consider your desires."

Death smil ed.

When she did so, Bitza realized she had been mnistaken. "Then," she said, "it
is

a fact?"

Deat h nodded.

Soon after, Death approached the door of Kreet's | odging.

A hundred but cheroos stood ready with drawn knives, but Death naturally

wal ked

t hrough the knives and cane to Kreet's door, and the bars and bolts crunbl ed
at

her touch.

"Kill me, would you!" yelled Kreet, standing on his unclean bed. The chicken
flapped its feathers and tried to take a peck at Death, but Death said,
"Hush, "

and the chicken went to Kreet and sat on his boot. And then Kreet hinself
sai d,

after a medl ey of oaths and cries, "Spare ne! Spare nme! O at |east, you
dammabl e fiend, spare this innocent chicken—=

"The chicken," said Death, "is not inevitably mnmy business."

Not |ong after, Death net Sume as she glided along the gallery of the
FI ame- chanber .

Sune paused. "lIs it you?" she asked.

Death waited.

Sunme meekly bowed her head in assent, though her dark eyes flanmed nore
fiercely

than the Fl ane.

And next Death came through the door of Miglay's roomat the inn, which door
had been |l eft open, and Miglay seized Death in his arnms and ki ssed her
passionately on the I|ips.

* * %

As everyone understands, Death too plies a Boat along a River. Small shock

t hen

to behold the slimsable craft with its sickle of sail, going like a sonbre

t hought between the two-banked | andscape of the city and its lights, and over
the lighted stars in the air, with only one lanp at the prowto let down a
glistening green tail into the water. Now and then, one of the afl oat
tower-tiers of a quinquereme is passed, at rest for the hours of night, and
going up twenty-nine feet, rigging folded and oars drawn in, and slaves |ying
in

swoon- sl eep, and nasters getting drunk. O some other river thing goes by,



and

perhaps hails the dark boat, getting no answer. Death herself stands for'ard,
gui ding the vessel, renote. There has never been, and is not now, any

requi rement to describe Death. Who cannot picture and has not pictured her?
Al

know her and how she seens.

But am dshi ps the four passengers sit. Fascinating Bitza is tw sting her
neckl aces, trying to fashion some trick. Ugly Kreet scow s, and sweats,
wondering if Death is bribable. And on his shoul der the chicken broods,

havi ng

refused to | eave him Fey Sunme is inmacul ate, eyes cast down. And handsone
MVhi gl ay, his head thrown back, is bitterly enjoying the wetched ronmance of
it

all, glad to be goi ng away.

Finally Kreet erupts.

"I complain!" he shouts, and the chicken applauds. "I conplain at the bl oody
and

stenchful injustice. Who is in charge here?"

No one replies, though Bitza | ooks at himand Sune ignores him and Mi gl ay

laughs ironically and insultingly. Kreet |apses into invective. At that, "Do
not

of fend her,"’
Sune whi spers, "Wiat is life? | have had no life.
ni ght .

MVhi gl ay says, "Be thankful."

At this point, however, all four perceive a new area of darkness on the dark

a

sort of archway rising up out of the river, higher even than the

qui nquer enes,

the distant towers on the banks: The entry to some chasm It was never on the
river before, this chasm this tall black arch. And Bitza screans, and Kreet

curses and grovel s—and the chicken hides in his collar—and Sune again | owers

her

gaze, and Mhigl ay sighs.

And the boat of Death creeps nearer and nearer toward the massive bl ack hunp

cautions Bitza. And bites her manicured nails.
" Her eyes burn holes in the

where no lights show and no stars are. Only the green tail in the water
flickers

before them and against it, the remote figure of Death, who suddenly speaks.
"Remenber," says Death, to each and to all, "that ny nessage to you read as
arranged.” (Then there is a silence, as the four in the boat consider

reject,

revile, puzzle on, these words, not essentially in that order, while the
bl ack

archway cones closer and fills the world and is surely about to swall ow

t hem)

"I am" Death then announces, "nyself. Not necessarily what you think nme."
(And

they are, surely, swallowed whole.)

It was fromthe nost peculiar dreamthat the Harl ot woke. In the dreamthere
was

a boat, which had passed around a w de dark | oop inside sone cavern, and cone
out at length on the spangled lime-jade water of ldradrud' s river. At which

t he

Harl ot opened his eyes and | ooked about him and found the famliar

cozy- coarse

spl endour of his Pink House. Soon, joking off the dream he rose, called his

mai d, and toyed with her in a luxuriating bath. She washed his hair, streaked
it



with gilt at his sonewhat coy request, and shaved him Wen once he was

cl ot hed,

(in elegant leathers), his eyes drawn round with kohl, and the gold rings in
hi s

ears, the Harl ot took breakfast. Then he called, "Cone, my tatty angel!" and
a

brown chicken junped into his |lap, and they clucked pleasantly to one another

The Thi ef, neanwhile, had woken froma sinilar dream up in a dirty flea-tip,
and at once, in a cruel clear voice that was not to be denied, exclained that
linen must instantly be changed, floors scrubbed, and an unaccount abl e
guantity

of chicken feathers renoved fromthe hangi ngs.

Ruf fi ans and knife-boys | eapt to obey with alacrity. One crouched fawningly
at

the Thief's blue slippers. He asked if he was needed to read her anything.
"Read?" she kicked himflying. Her pale face was flushed and her black eyes
shone with rel axed nmal evol ence. "I can read quite well for nyself, you
damabl e

ant. Was | not tenple-trai ned?"

The ki cked cut-throat beat a retreat. How coul d he have been so aberrant? The
whol e sl um quarter sang of her |earning, yearningly.

While the Priest who guarded the Fl ane had been witing poetry to it al

ni ght,

adrift in intellectual space. Or so it seened he had, only once contrastingly
drifting into a peculiar dream doubtless of vast psychic inmport, when he
coul d

be bothered to interpret it—but he had cast it aside on waking with a rather
mlitary shrug.

Now, standing over it, he regarded the sacred Flame, just inmrtalised in his
verse, with eyes that matched the fire and bl ond hair which did not.
Eventual |y,

| eani ng forward, he blew the Flame out.

"Yes," said the Priest, with gentle satisfaction. "And there you have it."
And

striking flint and tinder, he lit the Flane again, nodded at it, and wal ked
from

t he chanber.

Qut si de, he found a novice on duty, waiting to take up the poet-Priest's
guar di anshi p whenever he felt inclined to abscond. This often happened, as

t he

novi ce woul d explain. This one Priest was noted for such behavi our. And for
ot her actions. For exanple, exactly today, striding to the tenple treasury
with

an idle yet undeniable salute at its sentries, he flung open the coffers.
Coi ng

out on the street he began to distribute |argesse to the deserving, (and
sonmetines, to the beautiful). "Every tenple, even ours, should have its
oddity,

its wayward matter,"'
t he

poet. "We are adnired for our tolerance. Besides, his witings and verses are
nonpareil." They were rather captivated, too, by his lack of guilt over
anyt hi ng.

the Hi gh Priestess had declared in gl ow ng defence of

And | ast of all, the Captainess of Three Twenties, which she already had sone



plans to increase to Six Twenties before high sunmer, had left her inn and
gone

hone. Honme to that fanmily of hers so rich it was ludicrous. They were
sonewhat

in awe of her. It was not very usual to have one's daughter enlist in the
arm es

of ldradrud, and then to become cel ebrated and successful there. But she had
a

way with men, the Captainess. Riding into battle, with her dark hair under
hel met and war - pl unes, her green eyes feral, and her sword-hand rock steady,
she

had i nspired an exceptional sort of fright in many an adversary.

Her ki ndred wel comed her this norning with uneasy open arns, alnost as if

t hey

had expected soneone el se, and were bruised by the nedals clanking on her
delightful breast. (It was said, the | ast eneny general she had whi pped

acr oss

seven hills.) But now she only seemed inclined to push her brothers in the
lily-pond. And there they went, splish-splash

* k%

Those who got their living in an imrenorial way along the river of |dradrud,

t hese had had a busy night. Wat a catch—gens, cutlasses, mlitary insigniae...
and—hi cken feathers?

It woul d appear a harlot had been nmurdered by a mad client and pushed in the
water from her balcony. It turned out a thief had been attacked by rivals and
dunped there, with a hole in his back, and a little fow clinging to his
col | ar.

It seened a priestess had grown insane and run fromher tenple to suicide in
t he

unsavoury depths. It transpired an arny captain had done |ikew se.

And yet, is there not sonething not quite right with the bodies the traders
in

death have fished fromthe river? Brought in by net and oar al ongside the
narr ow

boat, or raised up by the hair through panting divers bursting the surface,
muddy fromthe river's bottom and with shells in their beards—adavers, such
as

one expects, but skins unsolid, faces washed too expressionl ess—Just take

t he

jewels, the coins and knives, the rings, the nedals, and sword-Wy

phi | osophi se?

Why qui bbl e? The river does that to corpses. But quick-strip them

qui ck—before

they nelt away altogether and are gone."

And over there in the Pink House, Kreet bangs open the door and roars at his
visitor: "Late again, you dog of a lord!" And thrashes a truly grisly whip,
(to

| oud approving cackles fromsomewhere), and the lord—n startled, horrified

m sgi ving and ecstasy—flops on his face to get his nobney's worth—and never
did

he recall such enthusiasmin his treatnent fornerly—

And along there, in an alley two feet wide, Sune; who has recently tattooed
on

t he ankl e of an eneny: Sune |ikes me, Sume picks the pockets of sozzled
nmerchants as she asks themthe hour, or the way to the blue tenple of the

Fl ame,

to which she has no intention of going. And presently points out an exquisite
boy, who blushes, at which Sune says to her |oving hom cides: "Bring ne that



one, for later,"” and smiles, oh-so-softly-eyed—

And up there, in the blue tenple a noment ago nentioned, Miglay is sitting
with

his feet on the High Priest's inlaid table, oblivious to duty, the table, and

the High Priest, witing nonpareil poetry on an orange skin, proudly and
fondly

wat ched on every side—

And in the topnost | ower mansion of |dradrud, where gold statuary crowds the
roofs, Bitza is having a 'nock' duel with an opinionated uncle, and he is in
grave fear of his life—

And it is of no use asking what goes on. Asking what arrangement, precisely,
| ed

to this. O if perhaps we are not all involved in it and sinply do not

recoll ect, or have been, or will be...

Ask Death. There she is, down in the groves just beyond the city, where the
myrtles grow with snakes around their boughs. Death, pretty as a picture, in
between the wild white trees. Look, you can see what she does. Death dances,
wi th her shadow-and why shoul d she not have one?—and all the stars in her

hai r.



