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This issue, in one sense, concludes an argument we had a year ago & NECon (Northeast Regiona
Fantasy Conven-tion, or "Camp NECon" as it is affection-atedy known, a charming weekend-long affar
a a college campus in Rhode Idand every July) which then spilled over into the pages of Weird Tales®.
NECon is good for that. We get alot of editorid idess there.

The argument was this what good is the amdl press? As many of you dready know, there exids a
plethora of amateur magazines with titles like Eldritch Tales and Deathrealm, which are produced out
of love rather than profit aforethought, have circulations in the hundreds or low thousands, and pay
somewhere between very little and nothing for their materid. Some of the fiction in these magazines is a
lot better than a quarter of a cent a word would lead you to expect (as op-posed to, say, Sx cents,
offered by Weird Tales® or, say, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction). A lot of new
writers appear there, and while, undeniably, the entry level of qudity may be wdl below professond
sandards, some of the materid published in the litle megazines is very interesting indeed. (The
contro-versy centers on whether or not new writers tend to settle in comfortably in such undemanding
markets and fall to develop the discipline they'll need to be redly successful.)

We think that, if an excuse were re-quired to judtify the existence of the amdl press and no other were
available, we could offer this Thomas Ligotti, this issue's feature author, who has been caled by one
respected editor in our fidd “the most brilliant horror writer to emerge in the past twenty years" would
never have established himsdf without the amdl press. Hiswork isjust too bizarre, too unconventiond in
form and content, so that without help from the editors of, most especialy, Nyctalops and Crypt of
Cthulhu, we would not have Ligotti here today as featured author in Weird Tales®. His novelet, "The
Lagt Feast of the Harlequin® in the April 1990 F& SF was, bdieveit or not, Ligotti's first appearancein a
professona magazine in this country. (Rapidly followed up by "The Lost Art of Twilight" in Weird
Tales® 297; actudly a reprint from the British smdl-press megazine Dagon.) Apat from a few
perceptive anthologigts (particularly Karl Edward Wagner and Jessica Amanda Salmonson), the big-time
editors remained oblivious to the development of this major taent for entirdly too long. Of course every



unsuccessful would-be author feds that the magjor magezines are faling to recognize his own unique
genius, and much of the time this smply means that the would-be author doesn't write wel enough yet,
but Ligotti's career goes to show that the other, much rarer scenario, of the profes-sond editors missing
something good, actudly does happen. There's abit of ddritch piein alot of faces just now.

Fortunatdy, Weird Tales® and Carroll & Graf, publishers of Ligotti's Songs of a Dead Dreamer,
have gone a long way to rectify the Stuation. We're glad to have Thomas Ligotti aboard, and hope to
feature more of hiswork in the future.

Thesmdl press is dso the place to turn for much of the best reviewing and criticism. We particularly
commend Nec-ronomicon Press (101 Lockwood Street, West Warwick RI 02893) for thar many
publications devoted to H.P. Lovecraft and Clark Adhton Smith, and most re-cently a very intdligent
journd, Necro-file, The Review of Horror Fiction ($2.50 per copy), thefirgt issue of which features an
essay by none other than Thomas Ligotti on the dement of "enigmd’ in horror fiction, which "By definition
... can never be dispdled if it isto be true to weird experience.”

Wed like to expound on this ourselves a bit. We recognize the essentid mystery of the supernaturd. If
evaything is made utterly clear, if we, the readers, and the charactersin the story fully under-stand every
macabre twitch and groan tha occurs, then, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, the story will be
unsatidfy-ing. Supernatura horror fiction is about people facing the incomprehensible, from which it
achieves diqquieting effects im-possible in any other form, even science fiction, where one aways
undergands that someone, somewhere, if he sudies long enough, will make sense out of dl this
srangeness. Smilaly, the sort of crime fiction which has infiltrated the horror fidd of late — the
maniac-with-a-knife duff — can never have this aura of incomprehensble awe, and well-worn areas of
supernatura fiction itsdf can lose it. ("Oh, brains sucked out. Another manifestation of the minions of
Cthulhu. Weve seen dozens of 'em before . ..")

The"enigmg" as Ligatti cdlsit, is one of two key ingredientsin a horror story. The other, of course, is
fear, but not mere fear of the guy with the knife. Instead it is the fear that we do not know the rules of the
universe, and that we are not in control of our own destinies. This blends with the more obvious dread of
pain and death and loss of identity which dl of usfed to make this type of fiction specidl.

But it is not an excuse to be just plan murky. The difference is important. A murky story is one in
which, because the sensory, viewpoint, and informationd cues are defective or absent, we come away
not knowing what we've read. Worse yet, it's one in which we do not know what is going on, ather
scene by scene or even line by line. Former Analog editor Ben Bova has been credited with the useful
didinction between "micro-murky,” in which the story is impossble to follow on a sndl scae, and
"macro-murky," in which, dthough we know what the characters are doing and expe-riencing, the overal
pattern or meaning never becomes clear. The reader goes away confused, saying "It just didn't add up to

anything."

Ambiguity is quite another matter. It is the lifeblood of our sort of fiction, a technique mastered by
writers as diverse as Nathaniel Hawthorne, Walter De la Mare, and Robert Aickman (and, yes, dso
Thomeas Ligotti), whereby the story pointsin the end, not to a resolution, but to further mysery. Frank R.
Stockton's "The Lady or the Tiger?' is a dasscdly ambiguous story, absolutely luad in its teling,
presenting the reader not with answers but with dearly defined questions. Hawthorne's celebrated
witchcraft tale, "Young Goodman Brown," is an-other. Goodman Brown never knows if he actudly
witnessed a sabbat or just dreamed it, but the result is the same: hislife is forever clouded. He is unable
to see innocence in people anymore, even in his own wife,

A ddiberately ambiguous story, then, has to be even more precisely and dearly written than an
ordinary one. Choices must be placed before the reader. We must know what the question is, eveniif the



answer isonly subtly implied. Other-wise, the result is mere confusion.
That's the Weird Tal standard. Amhbiguity is welcome. Murkinessis not.
Russ Ceccola of West Conshohocken PA comments:

| really enjoyed issue 300. It was nice to learn more about Robert Bloch (a name | have
mispronounced countless times over the years) through his stories, inter-views, and
autobiographical memories. "Beetles " is a classic, and | have seen the excellent screenplay you
reprinted come to life in an episode of Taes from the Darkside that | have in my video collec-tion.
Other than the Bloch material, "Playing for Keeps' is a great little chiller. I am not very happy
with "Wager of Dreams. "As a college graduate with a sizeable vocabulary, Michael Rutherford
lost me many times with his verbiage and sometimes obscure words. | needed my dictionary to
read that story. Oh, well. . . The concept was interesting, but poorly presented. "Knight of
Darkness, Knight of Light" was a lot better.

What can we say? We're glad you liked the Bloch materid. As for the Ruther-ford, none of us was
sent scurrying to the dictionary very often, but if we had been, that would have been fair, if the obscure
word was the right word and if it had been there. As far as were concerned, any-thing in The Shorter
Oxford English Dictionary isfar game.

Peter B. Keay of Concord, Cdiforniawrites

Heartfelt thanks for the attention paid to Ramsey Campbell, a writer who consis-tently disturbs
the mind without the use of Chainsaw, cleaver, or other implements of destruction. With Robert
Bloch in at-tendance (always a pleasure) and some fine short pieces by the supporting cast, issue
301 was indeed noteworthy.

| hate to rain on James T. Hughess parade, but as a displaced Brit | enjoy the "foreign
colloquialisms’ — even though after twenty years in the U.S | tend to stumble over certain
phrases. Denying a writer access to a market, or worse yet forcing that individual to conform to a
bastardized form of any language is pat-ently absurd!

We can only agree. Fair's fair. After dl, British magazines don't anglicdize Amer-ican writers, a least
not in our fidd. One thinks of the infamous case of the quffy British editor who "cleaned up' Ring
Lardner's grammar, but that, thankfully, was along time ago!

Has John Prennis of Philaddphia caught us (figuraively) with our collec-tive editorid pants down?

One of the neat things about being a friend of Diane Weingtein is that | get to hear what it is
like to be a dushpile reader. Such as when some disgusting notion seems to possess all those tiny
minds at once, and the dushpile is flooded with vampires-with-AlDS or roadkill-out-for-revenge.
And | commis-erate and praise the Werd Tdes® staff for their high standards. | don't like
vam-pires, especially noble, suffering vam-pires the writer wants us to sympathise with.

You can imagine my distaste when | saw the cover of the summer issue. Vampires, yuck.
Imagine my further amaze-ment when | found a vampire-with-AIDS story, by Robert Bloch, no
less. Does this mean the V-with-A sub-sub genre has now become respectable? Or that Bloch is
vulnerable to the same influences that plague the dushpile writers ? Now there's a seamy thought.

Let me assure you that | approve of Weird Taes® and the goals to which it aspires. | see the



V-with-A story as a temporary lapse, and you will find my subscription renewal with this letter.

Wedl, we wouldnt go so far asto cdl it alapse . . . but we don't expect to do it again. The Bloch story
has indeed proven controversd, the bare mention of vam-pires and AIDS in the same story being too
much for some people. Certainly, having published "The Bedposts of Life" we can now point to the story
and say that welve done it and don't need to again. We thought readers would want to see, at leadt,
Bloch's verson, and that the story did more then just present this "dever™ idea. There is an additiond,
subtle dement: the vampire and the prostitute now bound forever to what they are. It is presumed that the
curse is the immortdity he gives her, snce now she will suffer from AIDS throughout eternity.... Then
agan, we can't hep but wonder if vampires, being dead, can suffer from mortal diseases. We don't care
to find out in future stories on this subject.

Jeff Leach of Vashy, Sweden, reflects on the editorid in issue 301:

Why are we turning away from the traditional monsters to the monsters within ourselves? The
answer to thisis surprisingly obvious — horror fiction is just reflecting the identity crisis within
Western, particularly American society. With the decline of a naive bdief in Chris-tianity,
traditional monsters are losing their power to frighten. What good is a vampire if you don't
believe in holy water or the power of the cross ? When we do ill find these elements in fiction,
they are assuming a mutated human aspect in-stead of a supernatural one. That these creatures
are still being used is just confirmation that most people are scared by the thought of a hungry
creature with big teeth and claws. Now we are just seeing this hungry creature metamorphosed
into a disturbed human with knives, guns, and tools of torture substi-tuting for teeth and claws.
For the origin of these creatures, you need to look no further than the local newspaper. They are
frightening because they are every-where and there is no real way to protect ourselves, but most
importantly because we can believe in them.

I, asa lover of the supernatural, am also disappointed with all the human psychopaths that are
starting to inhabit horror fiction. | find nothing entertaining in the fictional dissection of human
bod-ies, but even more disappointing is the amount of perverse sexual violence di-rected towards
women. Doesn't anyone out there still love their girlfriends or wives, or does everyone equate
making love with violence?

Horror fiction is in decline, not because we are abandoning the traditional mon-ster, but
because of what we have used to replace it: a sick human being that likes to commit sexual crimes
against women. Hopefully this will pass, as the dasher movies of the early '80s did. There is a
place for violence and sex in horror fic-tion, but until writers take them off center stage they will
only be offensive instead of shocking or stimulating as they should be.

Frankly, we think thereis dill a future for supernaturalism, Smply because the universe has not log its
wonder, and human beings dill have a capacity for wonder. As the "cold light of science’ revedled more
and more, this did not tifle one of our greastest supernatural-ists, H.P. Lovecraft. Instead, he drew his
ingpirdion from the new universe re-vealed in the early part of this century by Eingen and others. He
never could bring himsdf to beieve in (or write about) ghosts and werewolves, or other traditiond
spooks, but what he produced instead was much fresher and stranger. The very "identity crigs’ in
American society you speak of is a source for horror fiction. The crushing anonymity of our huge cities
should be very suggedtive to the (horrificdly) sengtive mind. Imag-ine, for ingtance, that dl those facesin
the New York subway crowd are masks, and when you snatch one away, a com-pletdy different
person will be revealed. There are new ideas everywhere. Editor Schweitzer wrote that particular one as
"Peding It Off" (published in Border-lands, edited by Thomas Monteleone, Avon Books, 1990), but
you get the point. Much too often, what we cdl bash-the-broad-with-a-hammer fiction reveals, more



then misogyny, sheer lack of im-agination.

There is aplace for sex and violence in horror fiction. One example we particu-larly like (for dl it's a
bit too murky in spots for our taste) is Peter Straub's Mrs. God, published recently in its unabridged form
by Dondd Grant. Sexy, violent, yes, but forming a vaid artistic whole.

We want your letters. Comments, votes on favorite stories, are all valued. Let us hear from
you!

The Most Popular Story: Vating for issue 301 was reassuringly heavy, with a wide spread of
opinion. Virtudly every story scored some points. Ramsey Camp-bell's "A Street Was Chosen” is the
clear winner, with Bruce Bethke's "The Find Degth of the Comeback King' a strong second, and Juleen
Brantingham's "Pat-terns’ coming in third. Andrew Seawel's "Something For Amy" garnered a
sur-prising amount of attention for a story so
short, received severd firg-place votes, some strong disgpprovas, and ultimatdy tied with John R.
Littles "Growing Up" for fourth place. Q



by Darrell hw1

A sudden and unexpected gredting. Thisis your editor again, here to deny that this is redly the specid
Dardl Schweitzer issue of Weird Tales® or that this publication is soon to be retitted Darrell
Schweltzer's Fantasy and Hor-ror Magazine. This issue | seem to be responshble for all the
frontmeatter, both Eyrie and Den, the Thomeas Ligatti interview, a novdla, and a poem (which ties in with
the novella). Just be glad | wasn't suddenly cdled upon to do the cover. My drawing is terrifying al right,
but not in the desired sense. . . .

Rest assured that next issues Den will be written less nepotidticdly by Gahan Wilson, who will
dternate every other issue with another columnist. Thisissue's columnist failed to come through at the last
minute due to pressing family matters, and so, as George Scithers likes to point out, in any company it
becomes management's job to do anything that would otherwise be left undone, whether it is to sweep
the floor, answer the telephones, or, in this case, write some-body e se's column.

Now, some of my current reading:

Five anthologies:

The Mammoth Book of Ghost Stories 2
edited by Richard Daby

Carroll & Graf, 1991

Trade paperback, 698 pp., $9.95
TheHorror Hall of Fame

edited by Robert Silverberg & Martin H.
Greenberg



Carroll & Graf, 1991
Hardcover, 416 pp., $21.95
TheYear'sBest Fantasy and Horror Fourth Annual Collection

edited by Ellen Datlow & Terri Windling S. Martin's Press, 1991, Hardcover & trade paperback,
pagination unknown, $27.95 (hc), $15.95 (tp).

TheColor of Evil

edited by David Hartwell

Tor, 1991

Paperback, 438 pp., $4.99

Wallsof Fear

edited by Kathryn Cramer Morrow, 1990 Hardcover, 394 pp., $19.95

No matter how many best-sdlling nov-es there might be, somehow the horror story, or the weird
gory, or the supernat-urd story — whatever you want to cdl it—seems ill to be a short-fiction fidd
and, perennidly, a fertile one for anthologists. Most of us probably developed our taste for this kind of
thing through anthologies, whether the initid hook was a Stephen King nove or not. You can tdl how old
someone is by asking whet the particular anthologies were. Readers of the '40s had Boris Karloff's And
the Darkness Falls and, most espe-cidly, the Fraser & Wise Great Tales of Terror and the the
Supernatural. In the '50s, it was Dondd Wollhem's Ace Books, Macabre and More Macabre, with
their gorgeoudy ghoulish Ed Emsh-willer covers. In the '60s, the Bdlantine series, with their equdly
gorgeous Rich-ard Powers covers. (Zacherly's Midnight Shacks, Things with Claws, etc.)

Someday readers will fondly remem-ber the fat Carroll & Graf anthologies, of which The Mammoth
Book of Ghost Stories 2 ishut one of many. If only these books were available in hardcover, they could
get into libraries and keep patrons shivering for generations. All of them are marvelous mixes of the
familiar and the unfamiliar. For the newcomer, old standbys such as M.R. Jamess "The Rats" but for the
res of us, while the names are recognizable, much of the materid is not. For ingtance, from Charles
Dickens, "The Ghost in Magster B's Room" rather than the usud "The Sgndmen.” Authors indude
Kingdey Amis (with a sequd to hisrecently televised nove, The Green Man), Edith Wharton, Rudyard
Kipling, Robert W. Chambers, R. Chetwynd-Hayes, H.F. Harvey, E.F. Benson, Robert Arthur, and
about fifty more. The book is dearly the product of much research, and is highly recommended.

Hartwell's The Color of Evil isthefirg of (presumably) several volumes derived from his massive The
Dark Descent, a 1987 bug-crusher of a book which has a serious daim to being the definitive anthology
of supernatura fic-tion for the latter haf of the 20th century. We begin with an intdligent discussion of the
higory, theory, and aesthetics of the horror story. Then, since thisis a showcase of the most important
materid in the fidd, much of the fiction will seem familiar: Stephen King's "The Reach,” Robert Bloch's
"Yours Truly, Jack the Ripper,”" Fritz Leiber's "Bdsen Express” and so on. Only a couple are unfamiliar,
and Hart-well makes a case for their historica importance.

So, if you want a quick and definitive introduction to the fied, this is your best choice. Find the 1987
Tor hardcover of The Dark Descent, or collect the whole seriesin paperback.

The Horror Hall of Fame has some of the same problems as The Dark Descent for the initisted
reader — you dready have this materid — but the sdections are less interesting, and certainly form no



theoreticd modd of anything. The contents derive from a pall of the atten-dees of the 1981 and 1982
World Fantasy Conventions. While some of the omis-sions are sartling — nothing by H.P. Lovecraft,
for ingance — this book is undeniably filled with first-rate stories, ranging from Poe's "The Fal of the
House of Ushe™ and Machen's "The White People' (Lovecraft's pick for the finest weird story of 4l
time) to Fritz Lelber's "Smoke Ghogt," Ray Brad-bury's "The Smdl Assassin,” and Har-lan Ellison's "The
Whimper of Whipped Dogs' (which, like several others, aso occurs in the Hartwell volume). For the
newcomer, it is an excdlent collection.

The Datlow-Windling, of course, isan annud of contemporary materid. If you read none of the other
anthologies or the magazines, it would gill be possible to get a good idea of what is going on in the fidd
from this book done. The two Stoker Award winners are present, Eliz-abeth Massi€'s "Stephen” and
David Slvas "The Cdling," dong with, | am sure, the World Fantasy Award winners for this year. Weird
Tales® does wdl in the honorable mentions and is other-wise represented by Jonathan Carroll's "The
Panic Hand."

The standout story for me is Thomas Ligotti's "The Last Feast of the Harle-quin,” from F&SF. This
more than any other story published in the past fifty years, has truly managed to accomplish what H.P.
Lovecraft accomplished in his very best fiction, but there are no mongers from the Cthulhu Mythos or
Necronomicon-like volumes ingead, a journey into srangeness in a subtly low-key, dmost
documentary fashion.

Charles de Lint is represented with "Freewheding,” which comes as close as any North American
gory has to "meagic rediam,”" without (again) being a pastiche or borrowing overt manner-isms.

Asfor the two Stoker-winners, Silvas"The Cdling' is harrowing and relent-less; Massie's " Stephen” |
have prob-lems with. The ending does not work for me. The protagonist, a now-adult child-abuse victim,
finds hersdf drawn to a bizarre act with someone far more victimized than hersdf. Then she commits
suicide, to which | say, what's the point? Far better that she find hersdf mon-stroudy and tranamutively
healed, s0 that she has gained something both terrible and perversely alluring from the experience. It's
asif, having gone where no one has quite gone before, Massie logt her nerve a the last minute.

There are afew stories | couldn't make sense out of (especidly Karen Joy Fowler's "Lieserl™), but The
Year's Best Fantasy and Horror surdy has some-thing for everyone. Other authors pres-ent incdude
Angda Carter, David J. Schow, John Brunner, Michael Bishop, Peter Straub, Joe Lansdde, RA.
Laff-erty, and even Karl Capek, the Czech author of RU.R, with a tae not pre-vioudy published in

English.

Walls of Fear isa sequd to The Architecture of Fear and is a collection of new stories on what
might be loosdly called the "House Horrible' theme. But they are by no means dl haunted-house stories.
James Morrow even treats us to a haunted telephone booth. Jonathan Carroll describes a dollhouse
which re-flects the soul of its owner. Karl Edward Wagner, hauntingly (to use an over-wrought word in
this context), tdls of the vigtations of the specters of poss-ble futures, dl of them snuffed out by nuclear
war. Gene Wolfe's contribu-tion, "The Haunted Boardinghouse,” is vividly written, in beautiful prose,
filled with strange detalls, as if the story were a subtle Edward Gorey cartoon as filmed by Ingmar
Bergman. Richard Lupoff's "The House on Rue Chartres' is based on H.P Lovecraft's meeting with E.
Hoffmann Price in New Orleans in the 1930s, manages to work a supernatural adventure in among the
higoricd facts, but — das — never quite overcomes the sense of contrivance typica of such efforts.

Other contributors include Chet Wil-liamson, Jack Womack, and Gwyneth Jones. Walls of Fear was
one of the very best arigind anthologies of 1990. | hope it will be in paperback soon.

Other books:



Borge

by Danid Pinkwater
Macmillan, 1990
Hardcover, 170 pp., $12.95

Danid Pinkwater has become some-thing of a cult among science fiction and fantasy aficionados.
Nomindly a children's writer, he is widdy read by adults for a kind of bleskly gonzo humor not seen
since the days of Firesign Theater, and, as any Pinkwater devotee will vociferoudy ingg a this point, not
redly even then. | can't resst a quote. The title character, a mysterious Uncle who barges into a boy's
life, describes his ambition to become atime tourit, back in the Old Country:

Usudly only the children of the extremdy wedthy — families that had luxuries like dothing — could
Oet to be time tourigts. It was too much to hope for. All a boy like me could hope for was that maybe his
father would knock a couple of his teeth out. But my father was too poor even for that.. . When | was
eeven years old, my father performed the ritud of throwing me out of the house and sheking his fig & me
Thsmeatt it westimefar meto begin my lifés work, which in my family meant searching the fidds for skunks
that had been squashed under the hooves of the rich peopl€e's cattle. It was stisfying work, and after a
year | found a skunk This meant | could get married — but | didn't do that ... | traded the skunk for
some Kleenexes, and | traded those for a pickle. It was the fird pickle | had ever seen. | traded the
pickle, and | traded what | got for the pickle . . . before long | was a prosperous man. . . Bythetime |l was
ningteen | had a place to deep indoors. When | was twenty-five | owned my own hat ... | was going
places, but Hill 1 was far from my goa of becoming atime tourist

Trugt me, it dl makes sense. Redlly. What boy (or reader, for that matter) could resst a trip through
time and space ("and the other™) with such an uncde? Espedidly if it involves a quest for the Great
Popsicle of cosmic understanding’)?

Noteworthy:

The Worm Ouroboros by E.R. Eddi-son. Dél, 1991. Trade paperback, 448 pp. $9.99. A truly great
heroic fantasy, origi-ndly published in 1926, the ingpiration of generations of fantasy writers, now back in
print; foreword by Douglas Win-ter, notes by Paul Edmund Thomas. An epic of war and adventure on
the (d-chemica, not astronomica) planet Mer-cury, in suitably epic language. E.R. Eddison had the
amazing ability to write in a "high" Elizabethan dyle and ill produce, not unreadable gibberish, but a
magterpiece of prose!

Dark Dreamers by Stanley Wiater. Avon, 1990. Trade paperback, 227 pp., $9.95. Very
competently conducted in-terviews with Clive Barker, Stephen King, Peter Straub, Richard Matheson,
Ramsey Campbell, Dennis Etchison, Joe Lansdale, Dean Koontz, Robert McCam-mon, and other
popular masters of contemporary horror fiction.

H.P. Lovecraft: Letters to Henry Kuttner edited by David E. Schultz and S.T. Joshi.
Necronomicon Press, 1990. Pamphlet, 32 pp. $5.95. Thefive vol-umes of Lovecraft's Selected Letters
pub-lished by Arkham House only scratched the surface of the extant correspondence of HPL. Here are
some more letters, friendly, vastly erudite, brilliant, the kind that most of us can only dream of receiv-ing,
from a master of horror who firgt dgns himsdlf, "Yours cordidly and sin-cerdy, H.P Lovecraft,” but is
soon, "Yours by the Nighted Eidolon, E'ch-Pi-EL."

The Case Againg Satan by Ray Russl. How's this for a nove plot: young girl possessed by the
Devil. Strange, obscene manifesations. Ro-man Catholic priest, undergoing a cri-gs of fath, mugt



confront the redlity of spiritua evil. Sound familiar? Yes, but Ray Russdl did it fird, in a mere 50,000
words, and much better, back in 1962. Last seen in a British paperback in 1979; dill a masterpiece. It is
the angle most reprint-worthy nove in the fidd which remains (inexplicably) out of print. Find it where
you can.

The Dark Tower HI: The Waste-lands by Stephen King, illustrated by Ned Dameron. Dondd M.
Grant, Pub-lisher, Inc., 1991. Trade hardcover, $38.00. Published so recently that we haven't had time
to review it properly, except to report that it's a beautiful book. A limited edition is dready sold out; go
buy a copy of the trade edition before that's gone too. Q



NETHESCURIAL

by Thomas Ligotti illustrated by Harry O. Morris
Theldol and theldand

| have uncovered a rather wonderful manuscript, the letter began. It was an entirdy fortuitous find,
made during my day's dreary labors among some of the older and more decomposed remains en-tombed
in the library archives. If | am any judge of antique documents, and of course | am, these brittle pages
date back to the dosng decades of the lagt century. (A more precise estimate of age will follow, dong
with a photocopy which | fear will not do judtice to the delicate, crinkly script, nor to the greenish black
discoloration the ink has taken on over the years.) Unfortunately there is no indication of authorship ether
within the manuscript itsdf or in the numerous and tedious papers whose company it has been keeping,
none of which seem related to the item under discusson. And what an item it is — a red storybook
dranger in a crowd of documentary types, and probably destined to remain unknown.

| am amog certain that thisinven-tion, though at times it ssems to pose as aletter or journd entry, has
never appeared in common print. Given the bizarre nature of its content, | would surely have known of it
before now. Although it is an untitled "statement” of sorts, the opening lines were more than enough to
cause me to put everything ese aside and seclude mysdf in a corner of the library stacks for the rest of
the afternoon.

So it begins "In the rooms of houses and beyond their walls — benegth dark waters and across
moonlit skies—below earth mound and above mountain peak — in northern leaf and southern flower —
indde each star and the voids be-tween them — within blood and bone, through dl souls and spirits —
among the watchful winds of this and the severd worlds — behind the faces of the living and the dead ..."
And there it tralls off, a quoted fragment of some more ancient text. But this is certainly not the last we
will hear of thisdl-encompassng refrain!

Asit happens, the above dring of phrases is cited by the narrator in refer-ence to a certain presence,
more properly an omnipresence, which he encounters on an obscure idand located at some ungpecified
northern latitude. Brigfly, he has been summoned to this idand, which appears on a locd map under the
name of Nethescurid, in order to rendezvous with another man, an archaeologist who is designated only
as Dr. N— and who will come to know the narrator of the manuscript by the sdf-admitted dias of
"Bartholomew Gray" (they don't cdl 'em like that anymore). Dr. N—, it seems, has been occupying
himsdf upon that barren, remote, and otherwise unin-habited ide with some peculiar antiquar-ian
rummeagings. As Mr. Gray salls to-ward the idand he observes the murky skies above him and the murky
waters below. His prose dyle is somewha plan for my taste, but it serves wdl enough once he
approaches the idand and takes surprisngly scrupulous notice of its eerie aspect: contorted rock
formations, pointed pines and spruces of gigantic stature and uncanny movements, the masklike
countenance of sea-facing diffs and a sckly, stagnant fog dinging to the landscape like a fungus.

From the moment Mr. Gray begins describing the idand, a sudden enchant-ment enters into his
account. It is that Sniser enchantment which derives from a profound evil that is kept at just the right
distance from us so that we may experience both our love and our fear of it in one sweeping sensation.
Too close and we may be reminded of an omnipresent evil in the living world, and threatened with having
our degping sense of doom awakened into full vigor. Too far away and we become even more incurious
and complacent than is our usud State, and ultimatdy exasperated when an imaginary evil is so poorly
evoked that it falls to offer the faintest echo of its red and dl-pervasve coun-terpart. Of course, any
number of lo-cales may serve as the setting to revea ominous truths, evil, beloved and men-acing evil,
may show itsdf anywhere precisely because it is everywhere and is as sunningly set off by a fal of



sunghine and flowers as it is by darkness and dead leaves. A purdy private quirk, neverthe-less,
sometimes alows the purest es-sence of lifés mdignity to be aroused only by dtes such as the londy
idand of Nethescurid, where the red and the unred swirl fredly and madly about in the same fog.

It seems that in this place, this far-flung relm, Dr. N— has discovered an ancient and long-sought
atifact, amar-gind but astonishing entry in that un-speakably voluminous journd of cre-ation. Soon after
landfdl, Mr. Gray finds himsdf veifying the truth of the archaeologist's dams that the idand has been
grangdy molded in dl its parts, and within its shores every mani-festation of plant or minerd or anything
whatever appears to have fdlen at the mercy of some shgping force of demonic temperament, a genius
lod which has sculpted its nightmares out of the atoms of the local earth. Closer ingpection of this insular
spot on the mgp serves to deegpen the sense of evil and enchant-ment that had been lightly sketched
earlier in the manuscript. But | refrain from further specifics (it is getting late and | want to wrap up this
letter before bedtime) in order to cut draight through the epidermis of this tde and penetrate to its very
bones and viscera. Indeed, the manuscript does seem to have an anaomy of its own, its dark green
holography rippling over it like veins, and | regret that my paraphrase may not deliver it dive. Enough!

Mr. Gray makes his way inland, lug-ging dong with him a fat little travelling bag. In a dearing he comes
upon a large but unadorned, dmogt primitive house which stands againg the fantastic back-drop of the
idand's wartlike hills and tumorous trees. The outsde of the house is encrusted with the matley and
leprous stones so abundant in the surrounding landscape. The indde of the house, which the vigtor sees
upon opening the un-locked door, is spacious as a cathedra but far less ornamented. The wdls are white
and smoothly surfaced; they aso seem to taper inward, pyramid-like, as they rise from floor to lofty
cdling. There are no windows, and numerous oil lamps scat-tered about fill the interior of the house with
asacra glow. A figure descends a long staircase, crosses the greet distance of the room, and solemnly
greets hisguest a the door. At fird wary of each other, they eventudly achieve a degree of mu-tud ease
and findly get down to their true business.

Thus far one can see that the drama enacted is a familiar one: the stage is rigidly traditiona and the
performers upon it are caught up inits style. For these actors are not so much people as they are puppets
from the old shows, the ones that have told the same story for centuries, the ones that can dill be very
drange to us. Trapsing through the same old foggy scene, seeking the same old isolated house, the
puppets in these plays dways find everything new and unknown, because they have no memo-ries to
speak of and can hardly recal making these dilted mations countless times in the past. They druggle
through the same gestures, repeat the same lines, dthough in rare moments they may fed a dim suspicion
that this has dl happened before. How like they are to the human race itsdf! Thisis what makes them our
perfect representatives — this and the fact that they are handcarved in the image of maniaca victims who
seek to share the secrets of their individud tor-ments as their strings are manipulated by the same master.

The secrets which these two Punchi-nellos share are rather devioudy pre-sented by the author of this
confesson (for upon congderation this is the genre to which it truly belongs). Indeed, Mr. Gray, or
whatever his name might be, appears to know much more than he is tdling, especidly with respect to his
colleague the archaeologist. Neverthe-less, he records what Dr. N— knows and, more importantly, what
he has found buried on the idand. The thing is only a fragment of an object dating from antig-uity. Known
to be part of a rdigious idadl, it is difficult to say which part. It is a twisted piece of a puzzle, one
uggedting that the figure as a whole is intensgly unbeautiful. The fragment is aso dark-ened with the
verdigris of centuries, causng its substance to resemble some-thing like decomposing jade.

And were the other pieces of thisidol aso to be found on the same idand? The answer is no. The idol
seems to have been shattered ages ago, and each broken part of it buried in some remote place so that
the whole of it might not easily be joined together again. Although it was a mere representation, the effigy
it=f was the focus of a great power. The ancient sect which was formed to worship this power seem to



have been panthests of a sort, bdieving that dl created things — ap-pearances to the contrary — were
of a angle, unified, and transcendent stuff, an emanaion of a centrd creetive force. Hence the ritud
chant which runs"in the rooms of houses" et cetera, and dludes to the all-present nature of this deity —
amog primd and pervasive type of god, one that fdlsinto the category of "gods who eclipse dl others,”
territoridist di-vinities whose dam to the creation pur-portedly supersedes that of ther rivds (The
words of the famous chant, by the way, are the only ones to come down to us from the ancient cult and
appeared for the fird time in an ethnographica, quasi-esoteric work entitlted [lluminations of the
Ancient World, which was published in the latter part of the nineteenth cen-tury, around the same time, |
would guess, as this manuscript | am rushing to summarize was written.) At some point in their career as
worshipants of the "Great One God," a shadow fdl upon the sect. It appears that one day it was revealed
to them, in amanner both obscure and hideous, that the power to which they bowed was essentidly evil
in character and that their rdigious mode of pantheésm was in truth a kind of pandemonism. But this
reveation was not a surprise to dl of the sectarians, snce there seems to have been an inter-necine
druggle which ended in daughter. In any case, the anti-demonists prevaled, and they immediatey
rechristened thelr ex-deity to reflect its newly discovered essence in evil. And the name by which they
henceforth called it was Nethescur-idl.

A nice turn of affars this obscure idand openly advertises itsdf as the home of the idol of
Nethescurid. Of course, thisidand is only one of severd to which the pieces of the vanddized totem
were scattered. The origind members of the sect who had treacher-oudy turned againg ther god knew
that the power concentrated in the effigy could not be destroyed, and so they decided to parcd it out to
isolated corners of the earth where it could do the least harm. But would they have brought attention to
thisfact by dlow-ing these widdy disseminated burid plots to bear the name of the pandemon-iaca god?
Thisis doubtful, just as it is equaly unlikdy that it was they who built those crude houses, temples of a
fashion, to mark the spot where a particular shard of the old idol might be located by others.

So Dr. N— isforced to postulate a surviva of the demonigt faction of the sect, a cult that had devoted
itf to searching out those places which had been transformed by the presence of the idol and might thus
be known by ther gruesome features. This quest would require a great ded of time and effort for its
completion, given the globd reaches where those splinters of evil might be tucked away. Known as the
"seeking,” it aso involved the enlis-ment of outsiders, who in latter days were often researchers into the
ways of bygone cultures, though they remained ignorant that the cause they served was il aliving one.
Dr. N— therefore warns his "colleague’ Mr. Gray that they may be in danger from those who carried on
the effort to reassemble the idol and revive its power. The very presence of that great and crude house
on the idand certainly proved that the cult was dready aware of the location of this fragment of the idal.
In fact, the myderious Mr. Gray, not unexpectedly, is actudly a member of the cult in its modern
incarnation; furthermore, he has brought with him to the idand — bulky travelling bag, you know— dl
the other pieces of the idol, which have been recovered through centuries of seeking. Now he only needs
the one piece discov-ered by Dr. N— to make the idol whole again for the firs time in a couple
millennia

But he dso needs the archaeologist himsdf as a kind of sacrifice to Nethe-scuria, a ceremony which
takes place late the same night in the upper part of the house. If | may telescope the ending for brevity's
sake, the sacrificid ritud holds some horrific surprises for Mr. Gray (these people seem never to redize
what they are getting themselves into), who soon repents of his evil practices and is driven to smash the
idol to pieces once more. Making his escape from that weird idand, he throws these pieces overboard,
sowing the cold gray waters with the scraps of an incredible power. Later, fearing an obscure threat to
his existence (perhaps the reprisal of his felow cultists), he composes an account of a horror which is
both his own and that of the whole human race. End of manuscript.*

Now, despite my penchant for such wild yarns as | have just attempted to describe, | am not oblivious



to their shortcomings. For one thing, whatever emotional impact the narrative may have logt in the
foregoing precis, it certainly gained in coherence: the inci-dents in the manuscript are dumdly devel oped,
important details lack proper emphasis, impossble things are thrown at the reader without any red effort
a persuasion of their veracity. | do admire the fantagtic principle at the core of this piece. The nature of
that pandemoniac entity is very intriguing. Imagine dl of cregtion as a mask for the foulest evil, an
absolute evil whose redity is miti-gated only by our blindness to it, an evil at the heart of things, exiding
"indde each star and the voids between them — within blood and bone — through al souls and spirits”
and so forth. There is even areference in the manuscript that suggests an andogy between Nethescur-ial
and tha beautiful myth of the Austrdian aborigines known as the Alchera (the Dreamtime, or
Dreaming), a super-redity which is the source of dl we see in the world around us. (And this reference
will be ussful in dating the manu-script, since it was toward the end of the last century that Audraian
anthropol o-gists made the aborigina cosmology known to the generd public.) Imagine the universe as the
dream, the feverish nightmare of a demonic demiurge, 0 Supreme Nethescurid!

*  Except for the concluding line, which reved s the somewhat extravagant, but not entirely
uninteresting, conclusion of the narrator himself.



The problem is that such supernatu-ral inventions are indeed quite difficult to imagine. So often they fall
to materi-aize in the mind, to take on amentd texture, and thus remain unfdt as any-thing but an abstract
mongter of meta-physics — an elegant or awkward sche-matic that cannot rise from the paper to touch
us Of course, we do need to keep a certain distance from such specters as Nethescurid, but this is
usudly pro-vided by the medium of words as such, which ensnare dl kinds of fantastic creatures before
they can tear us body and soul. (And yet the words of this particular manuscript seem rather week in this
regard, possibly because they are only the drab green scratchings of a human hand and not the heavy
mesh of black type.) But we do want to get close enough to fed the foul breath of these beasts, or to see
them as prehigtoric leviathans arding about the tiny idand on which we have taken refuge. Even if we are
incapable of a sncere bdief in ancient cults and ther unheard-of idols, even if these anonymous
adventurers and archaeologists appear to be mere shadows on a wall, and even if strange houses on
remote idands are of shaky congtruction, there may dill be a power in these things that threaten us like a
bad dream. And this power emanates not so much from within the tade as it does from somewhere
behind it, some-place of infinite darkness and ubiqui-tous evil in which we may walk un-aware.

But never mind these night thoughts; it's only to bed that | will walk after dosing this | etter.

Postscript
Later the same night.

Severd hours have passed snce | set down the above description and andyss of that manuscript.
How nave those words of mine now sound to me. And yet they are dill true enough, from a certain
perspective. But that perspective was a privileged one which, a least for the moment, |1 do not enjoy.
The distance between me and a devadtating evil has lessened congiderably. | no longer find it so difficult
to imagine the horrors delin-eated in that manuscript, for | have known them in the mog intimate way.
What afodl | seem to mysdf for playing with such visons. How eeslly a smple dream can destroy one's
sense of safety, if only for a few turbulent hours. Cer-tainly | have experienced dl this before, but never
as acutdly as tonight.

| had not been adeep for long but apparently long enough. At the start of the dream | was gtting a a
desk in avery dark room. It dso seemed to me that the room was very large, though | could see little of
it beyond the area of the desktop, at ether end of which glowed alamp of some kind. Spread out before
me were many papers varying in sze. These | knew to be maps of one sort or another, and | was
gudying them each in turn. | had become quite ab-sorbed in these maps, which now domi-nated the
dream to the exdusion of dl other images. Each of them focused on some concatenation of idands
without reference to larger, more familiar land masses. A powerful impresson of re-moteness and
secluson was conveyed by these irregular daubs of earth fixed in bodies of water that were unnamed.
But dthough the location of the idands was not specific, somehow | was sure that those for whom the
maps were meant dready had this knowledge. Neverthe-less, this secrecy was only superficid, for no
esoteric key was required to seek out the greater geography of which these maps were an exaggerated
detail: they were dl diginguished by some known language in which the idands were named, different
languages for different maps. Yet upon closer view (indeed, | fdt asif | were actudly journeying among
those exatic frag-ments of land, tiny pieces of shattered mydery), | saw that every map had one thing in
common: within each group of idands, whatever language was used to name them, there was dways one
caled Nethescurid. It was asif dl over the world, this terrible name had been in-Snuated into diverse
locdes as the only one suitable for a certain idand. Of course there were variant cognate forms and
odlings, sometimes tranditera-tions, of the word. (How precisdly | saw them!) Yet with the strange
conviction that may overcome a dreamer, | knew these places had dl been daimed in the name of



Nethescuria and that they bore the unique sgn of something which had been buried there — the pieces
of that dismembered idal.






And with this thought, the dream reshaped itsdf. The maps dissolved into a kind of mig; the desk
before me became something ese, an dtar of coarse stone, and the two lamps upon it flared up to reved
astrange object now positioned between them. So many vi-sons in the dream were piercingly clear, but
this dark object was not. My impres-son was that it was conglomerate in form, suggesting a monstrous
whole. At the same time these outlines which dluded to both man and beast, flower and insect, reptiles,
stones, and count-less things | could not even name, dl seemed to be changing, mingling in a thousand
ways that presented any send-ble image of the idol.

With the upsurge in illumination of-fered by the lamps, | could see that the room was truly of unusud
dimensons. The four enormous walls danted toward one another and joined a a point high above the
floor, giving the space around me the shape of a perfect pyramid. But now | saw things from an oddly
remote perspective: the dtar with itsidol stood in the middle of the room and | was some distance away,
or perhaps not even in the scene. Then, from some dark corner or secret door, there emerged afile of
figures waking dowly toward the dtar and findly congregating in a hdf-circle before it. | could see that
they were dl quite skeletd in shape, for they were identicdly dressed in a black materid which dung
tightly to their bodies and made them look like skinny shadows. They seemed to be actudly bound in
blackness from head to foot, with only their faces exposed. But they were not, in fact, faces — they were
pae, ex-pressionless, and identical masks. The masks were without openings and be-stowed upon their
wearers a terrible anonymity, an ancient anonymity. Be-hind these smooth and barely contoured faces
were spirits beyond dl hope or consolation except in the evil to which they would willingly abandon
them-salves. Y et this abandonment was a highly selective process, a ceremony of the chosen.

One of the white-faced shadows stepped forward from the group, seemringly drawn forth into the
proximity of the idol. The figure stood mationless while from within its dark body some-thing began to
arift out like luminous smoke. It floated, swirling gently, to-ward the idol and there was absorbed. And |
knew — for was this not my own dream? — that the idol and its sacrifice were becoming one within
each other. This spectacle continued until nothing of the glowing, ectoplasmic haze remained to be
extracted, and the figure — now dhrunken to the Sze of a mario-nette — collgpsed. But soon it was
being lifted, rather tenderly, by another from the group who placed the dwarfish form upon the dtar and,
taking up a knife, carved deeply into the body, making no sound. Then something oozed upon the dtar,
something thick and aily and strangely colored, darkly colored though not with any of the shades of
blood. Although the strangeness of this color was more an idea than a matter of vison, it began to fill the
dream and to determine the find stage of its develop-ment.

There was no longer that closed, cavernous room but an open dretch of land: open yet dso cluttered
with a bric-a-brac topography whose crazed shapes were dl of that sngle and sinister color. The
ground was asif covered with an ancient, darkened mold and the things rigng up from it were the same.
Surrounding me was a landscape that might once have been of stone and earth and trees (such was my
impresson) but had been trandformed entirdy into something like petrified dime. | gazed upon it
Soreading before me, twiging in the way of wrought iron tracery or great overgrown gardens of writhing
cord, an intricate latticework of hardened mulch whose surface was overrun with a chaos of litlle
carvings, scabby desgns that suggested a world of demonic faces and forms. And it was dl composed in
that color which somehow makes methink of rotted lichen. But before | exited in panic from my dream,
there was one further occurrence of this color: the inkish waters washing upon the shores of the idand
around me,

As| wrote afew pages ago, | have been awake for some hours now. What | did not mention was the
gate in which | found mysdf after waking. Throughout the dream, and particularly in those last moments
when | postively identified that foul place, there was an unseen presence, something | could fed was
crculating within dl things and unify-ing them in an infinitdy extensive body of evil. | suppose it is nathing
unusud that | continued to be under this vison-ary spell even after | left my bed. | tried to invoke the



gods of the ordinary world — cdling them with the whisile of a coffee pot and praying before their icon
of the dectric light — but they were too weak to ddiver me from that other whose name | can no longer
bring mysdf to write. It seemed to be in possession of my house, of every com-mon object ingde and the
whole of the dark world outside. Y es — lurking among the watchful winds of this and the severa worlds.
Everything seemed to be a manifestation of this evil and to my eyes was taking its aspect. | could fed it
aso emerging in mysdf, growing stronger behind thisliving face that | am afraid to confront in the mirror.

Nevertheless, these dream-induced illusons now seem to be abating, per-haps driven off by my
writing about them. Like someone who has had too much to drink the night before and swears off liquor
for life | have forsworn any further indulgence in werd reading matter. No doubt this is only a
tempo-rary vow, and soon enough my old habitswill return. But certainly not before morning!

The Puppetsin the Park
Some days later, and quite late a night.

Wi, it seems this letter has mutated into a chronicle of my adventures Nethe-scuridian. See, | can
now write that cognomen with ease; furthermore, |1 fed amost no gpprehension in stepping up to my
mirror. Soon | may even be able to deep in the way | once did, without visonary intrusons of any kind.
No de-nying that my experiences of late have tipped the scales of the strange. | found mysdf just waking
restlesdy about — impossible to work, you know — and aways carrying with me this heavy dread inmy
solar plexus, asif | had feasted at a banquet of fear and the med would not digest. Most strange since |
have been loath to take nourishment during this time. How could | put anything into my mouth, when
everything looked the way it did? Hard enough to touch a doorknob or a pair of shoes, even with the
protec-tion of the gloves. | could fed every damn thing squirming, not exduding my own flesh. And |
could also see what was squirming benesth every surface, my vison penetrating through the usud armor
of objects and discerning the same gushing stuff indde whatever | looked upon. It was that dark color
from the dream, | could seeit dearly now. Dark and greenish. How could | possibly feed mysdf ? How
could | even bring mysdf to settle very long in one spot? So | kept on the move. And | tried not to look
too dosdy at how everything, everything was crawling within itsdf and mking dl kinds of shapes ingde
there, making dl kinds of faces & me. (Yet it was redly dl the same face, everything gorged with that
same cregping duff.) There were dso sounds that | heard, voices spesking vague words, voices tha
came not from the mouths of the people | passed on the street but from the very bottom of ther brains,
garbled whigperings at first and then so clear, so doquent.

Thisrisng wave of chaos reached its culmination tonight and then came crashing down. But my timdy
maneu-vering, | trust, has put everything right again.

Here, now, are the termind events of this nightmare as they occurred. (And how | wish | were not
gpesking figurattively, that | was in fact only in the world of dreams or back in the pages of books and
old manuscripts.) This conclusion had its beginning in the park, a place thet is actualy some distance from
my home, so far had | wandered. It was dready late at night, but | was dill waking about, treading the
narrow as-phalt path that winds through that idand of grass and trees in the middle of the city. (And
somehow it seemed | had dready walked in this same place on this same night, that this had dl
hap-pened to me before.) The path was lit by globes of light balanced upon dim metd poles, another
gowing orb was set in the great blackness above. Off the path the grass was darkened by shadows, and
the trees swishing overhead were the same color of muddied green.

After walking some indefinite time dong some indefinite route, | came upon a dearing where an
audience had assem-bled for some late-night entertainment. Strings of colored lights had been hung
around the perimeter of this area and rows of benches had been set up. The people seated in these
benches were dl watching atdl, illuminated booth. It was the kind of booth used for puppet shows, with



wild designs painted across the lower part and a curtained opening a the top. The curtains were now
drawn back and two downish creatures were twiging about in a glary light which emanated from insde
the booth. They leaned and squawked and awkwardly batted each other with soft paddies they were
hugging in their soft little arms. Suddenly they froze at the height of their baitle; dowly they turned about
and faced the audience. It seemed the puppets were looking directly at the place where | was standing
behind the last row of benches. Their misshgpen heads tilted, and their glassy eyes stared draight into
mine

Then | noticed that the others were doing the same: dl of them had turned around on the benches and,
with expres-sonless faces and dead puppet eyes, hdd me to the spot. Although their mouths did move,
they were not dlent. But the voices | heard were far more numerous than was the gathering before me.
These were the voices | had been hearing as they chanted confused words in the depths of everyone's
thoughts, fathoms below the levd of ther awareness. The words gill sounded hushed and dow,
monaotonous phrases mingling like the sequences of a fugue. But now | could understand these words,
even as more voices picked up the chant at different points and overlapped one another, saying, "In the
rooms of houses—across moonlit skies—through al souls and spirits — behind the faces of the living
and the dead.”

| find it impossible to say how long it was before | was able to move, before | backed up toward the
path, dl those multitudinous voices chanting every-where around me and dl those many-colored lights
bobbing in the windblown trees. Yet it seemed only a single voice | heard, and a single color | saw, as |
found my way home, sumbling through the greenish darkness of the night.

| knew what needed to be done. Gath-ering up some old boards from my base-ment, | piled them into
the fireplace and opened the flue. As soon as they were burning brightly, | added one more thing to the
fire a manuscript whose ink was of a certain color. Blessed with a saving vison, | could now see whose
Sgnature was on that manuscript, whose hand had redly written those pages and had been hiding in them
for a hundred years. The author of that narrative had broken up the idol and drowned it in deep waters,
but the stain of its ancient patina had stayed upon him. It had invaded the author's crabbed script of
blackish green and survived there, waiting to crawl into another lost soul who failed to see what dark
places he was wandering into. How | knew thisto be true! And has this not been proved by the color of
the smoke that rose from the burning manuscript, and keeps riang from it?

| am writing these words as | St before the fireplace. But the flames have gone out and 4ill the smoke
from the charred paper hovers within the hearth, refusing to ascend the chimney and disperse itsdf into
the night. Perhaps the chimney has become blocked. Y es, thismug be the case, this must be true. Those
other things are lies, illusons. That mold-colored smoke has not taken on the shape of the idol, the shape
that cannot be seen steadily and whole but keeps turning out so many arms and heads, so many eyes,
and then pulling them back in and bring-ing them out again in other configurations. That shape is not
drawing some-thing out of me and putting something ese inits place, something that seems to be bleeding
into the words as | write. And my pen is not growing bigger inmy hand, nor is my hand growing smdler,
gndler...

See, there isno shape in the firgplace. The smoke is gone, gone up the chimney and out into the sky.
And there is nathing in the sky, nothing | can see through the window. There is the moon, of course, high
and round. But no shadow fdls across the moon, no churn-ing chaos of smoke that chokes the frail order
of the earth, no shifting cloud of nightmares enveloping moons and suns and stars. It is not a squirming,
cregp-ing, smearing shape | see upon the moon, not the shape of a great deformed crab scuttling out of
the black oceans of infinity and invading the idand of the moon, crawling with its innumerable bodies
upon dl the soinning idands of inky space. That shape is not the cancer-ous totdity of dl creatures, not
the oozing ichor that flowswithin dl cre-ation. Nethescurial is not the secret name of the creation. It



isnot in the rooms of houses and beyond their wals — benegath dark waters and across moonlit skies —
below earth mound and above mountain pesk—in northern lesf and southern flower — insde each dtar
and the voids between them — within blood and bone, through dl souls and spirits — among the
watchful winds of this and the severd worlds — behind the faces of the living and the dead.

| am not dying in anightmare. Q



THE COCOONS
by ThomasLigotti

illustrated by Keith Minnion

Ealy one morning, hours before sun-rise, | was awakened by Dr. Dublanc. He was danding at the
foot of my bed, lightly tugging on the covers. For a moment | was convinced, in my quasi-somnolent
date, that a smdl animd was prancing about on the mattress, performing some nocturnd ritud un-known
to higher forms of life Then | saw a gloved hand twitching in the glow of the dreetlight outsde my
win-dow. FAndly | identified the slhouette, shaped by a hat and overcoat, of Dr. Dublanc.

| switched on the bedside lamp and sat up to face the well-known intruder. "What's wrong?' | asked
asif in protest.

"My apologies,” he said in a palite yet ungpologetic tone. "There is someone | want you to mest. |
think it might be beneficid for you."

"If that's what you say. But can't it wait? | haven't been degping wdl as it is. Better than anyone you
should know that."

"Of course | know. | dso know other things™ he asserted, betraying his an-noyance. "The gentleman |
want to introduce to you will be leaving the country very soon, so thereis a question of timing.”

"All thesame..."
"Yes, | know — your nervous condi-tion. Here, take these”

Dr. Dublanc placed two egg-shaped pills in the pdm of my hand. | put them to my lips and then
swdlowed a hdf-glass of water that was on the night-stand. | set down the empty glass next to my darm
clock, which emitted a soft grinding noise due to some unknown mutations of its internd mechaniam. My
eyes became fixed by the dow even movement of the second hand, but Dr. Dublanc, in a quietly urgent
voice, brought me out of my trance.

"We should redly be going. | have ataxi waiting outsde.
So | hurried, thinking that 1 would end up being charged for this excursion, cab fare and dl.

Dr. Dublanc had Ift the taxi stand-ing in the dley behind my apartment building. Its headlights beamed
rather weakly in the blackness, scarcely guid-ing us as we approached the vehide. Side by sde, the
doctor and | proceeded over uneven pavement and through blotched vapors emerging from the
fu-maroles of severa sewer covers. But | could see the moon shining between the close rooftops, and |
thought that it subtly shifted phases before my eyes, bloating a bit into fullness The doctor caught me
gaing.

"It's not going haywire up there, if that's what is bothering you.”
"But it seemsto be changing.”
With a growl of exasperation the doctor pulled me after im into the cab.

The driver appeared to have been dilled into a state of dormancy. Yet Dr. Dublanc was able to evoke
aresponse when he cdled out an address to the hack, who turned his thin rodent face toward the back
seet and glared briefly. For a time we sat in dlence as the taxi proceeded through a monotonous



pas-sage of unpeopled avenues. At that hour the world on the other side of my window seemed to be no
more than a mass of shadows wavering at a great distance. The doctor touched my arm and said, "Don't
worry if the pills | gave you seem to have no immediate effect.” "l trust your judgment,” | said, only to
receive a doubtful glance from the doc-tor. In order to revive my credibility, | told him what was actudly
on my mind: the matter of who | would be meeting, and why.






"A former patient of mine" he an-swered bluntly, for it was apparent that a this point he was prepared
to assume an open manner with me. "Not to say that some unfortunate aspects do not ill exist in his
case. For certain reasons | will be introducing him to you as 'Mr. Catch," though he's aso a doctor of
sorts, a brilliant scientit, in fact. But what | want you to see are just some films he has made in the course
of his work. They are quite remarkable. Not to deny those unfortunate aspects | mentioned ... yet very
intriguing. And possbly beneficid - to you, | mean. Possbly most benefi-cid. And that's dl | can say at
the moment.”

| nodded asif in comprehension of this disclosure. Then | noticed how far we had gone, dmogt to the
opposite end of the dity, if that was possible in what seemed a rdatively short period of time. (I had
forgotten to wear my watch, and this negligence somewhat aggravated my lack of orientation.) The
digrict in which we were now traveling was of the lowest order, a landscape without pat-tern or
substance, especidly as | viewed it by moonlight.

There might be an open fidd heaped with debris, a devastated plan where bits of glass and scraps of
metd glit-tered, though perhaps a solitary house remained in this wasteland, an empty skeletd structure
scraped of its flesh. And then, turning a corner, one left behind this lunar spaciousness and en-tered a
densdly tangled nest of houses, the dwarfish and the great dl tightly nestled together and dl eaten away,
disfigured. Even as | watched them through the taxi's windows they ap-peared to be carrying on thar
corruption, mutating in the dull light of the moon. Roofs and chimneys eongated toward the stars, dark
bricks multiplied and bulged like tumors upon the facades of houses, entire streets twisted them-salves
adong some unearthly design. Although a few windows were filled with light, however sickly, the only
humen being | saw was a derdlict crumpled at the base of atraffic Sgn.

"Sorry, doctor, but this may be too much.”
"Jugt hold on to yoursdlf,” he said, "were dmog there. Driver, pull into that dley behind those houses.™

The taxi joggled as we made our way through the narrow passage. On ether sSde of us were high
wooden fences beyond which rose so many houses of such impressive height and bulk, though of course
they were gill monuments to decay. The cab's headlights were bardy up to the task of illumingting the
cramped little dley, which seemed to become ever narrower the farther we proceeded. Suddenly the
driver jerked us to a stop to avoid running over an old man douched againg the fence, an empty bottle
lying at his Sde.

"Thisiswhere we get out,” said Dr. Dublanc. "Wait here for us, driver."

Aswe emerged from the taxi | pulled at the doctor's deeve, whispering about the expense of the fare.
He replied in a loud voice, "You should worry more about getting a taxi to take us back home. They
keep ther distance from this neighborhood and rarely answer the cdlsthey receive to come in here. I1an't
that true, driver?' But the man had returned to that dormant state in which | firg saw him. "Come on,"
sad the doctor. "Hell wait for us. Thisway."

Dr. Dublanc pushed back a section of the fence that formed a kind of loosdy hinged gate, dosing it
caefully behind us after we passed through the opening. On the other Sde was asmdl backyard, actudly
aminiature dumping ground where shadows bulged with refuse. And before us, | assumed, stood the
house of Mr. Catch. It seemed very large, with an incredible number of bony peaks and dormers outlined
agangd the sky, and even a weathervane in some vague animal-shape that stood atop a ruined turret
grazed by moonlight. But a-though the moon was as bright as before, it appeared to be consderably
thinner, asif it had been worn down judt like everything sein that neighbor-hood.

"It hasn't dtered inthe least,”" the doctor assured me. He was holding the back door of the house and



gesturing for me to enter.
"Perhaps no one'shome,” | suggested.
"Not at dl — the door's unlocked. Y ou see how he's expecting us?
"There don't appear to be any lightsin use"

"Mr. Catch likes to conserve on cer-tain expenses. A minor mania of his But in other ways he's quite
extravagant. And by no means is he a poor man. Waich yoursdf as you step up the porch — some of
these boards are not what they once were.”

As soon as | was danding by the doctor's sde he removed a flaghlight from the pocket of his
overcoat, shining a path into the dark interior of the house. Once ingde, that ydlowish swatch of
illumination began flitting around in the blackness. It settled briefly in a cob-webbed corner of the celling,
then ran down a blank battered wal and jittered dong warped floor moldings. For a mo-ment it reveded
two suitcases, quite wdl used, at the bottom of a stairway. It did smoothly up the stairway banister and
flew graight to the floors above, where we heard some scrgping sounds, as if an animd with long-nailed
paws was mov-ing about.

"Does Mr. Catch keep apet?' | asked inalow voice.
"Why shouldn't he? But | don't think well find him up there.”

We went deeper into the house, passing through many rooms which fortu-nately were unobstructed by
furniture. Sometimes we crushed bits of broken glass underfoot; once | inadvertently kicked an empty
bottle and sent it danging across a bare floor. Reaching the far Sde of the house, we entered a long
hdlway flanked by severd doors. All of them were closed and behind some of them we heard sounds
amilar to those being made on the second floor. We dso heard footsteps dowly ascending a dairway.
Then the last door at the end of the hdlway opened, and a watery light pushed back some of the
shadows ahead of us. A round-bodied little man was standing in the light, lazily beckon-ing to us.

"Youre late, youre very lae" he chided while leading us down into the cdlar. His voice was
high-pitched yet also quite raspy. "l was just about to leave”

"My apologies,” said Dr. Dublanc, who sounded entirdly sincere on this occa-sion. "Mr. Caich, dlow
meto intro-duce —"

"Never mind that Mr. Catch non-sense. Y ou know well enough what things are like for me, don't you,
doctor? So let's get started, I'm on a schedule now.”

In the cdlar we paused amid the quivering light of candles, dozens of them postioned high and low,
mdting upon a shdf or an old crate or right on the filth-covered floor. Even 0, there was a certain lack
of definition among the surrounding objects, but | could see that an old-fashioned film projector had been
set upon a table toward the center of the room, and a portable movie screen stood by the opposite wall.
The projector was plugged into what appeared to be asmdl dectrica generator humming on the floor.

"I think there are some stools or whatnot you can gt on," sad Mr. Catch as he threaded the film
around the spools of the projector. Then for the firg time he spoke to me directly. "I'm not sure how
much the doctor has explained about what I'm going to show you. Probably very little

"Yes, and ddiberatdly s0," inter-rupted Dr. Dublanc. "If you just rall thefilm I think my purpose will be
served, with or without explanations. What harm can it do?'



Mr. Catch made no reply. After blow-ing out some of the candles to darken the room sufficiently, he
switched on the projector, which was a rather noisy mechaniam. | worried that whatever didogue or
narration the film might contain would be drowned out between the whirring of the projector and the
humming of the generator. But | soon redized that this was a dlent film, a cinematic document that in
every aspect of its production was thoroughly primi-tive, from its harsh light and coarse photographic
texture to its nearly unin-tdligible scenario.

It seemed to serve as avisud record of scientific experiment, a laboratory dem-ongtration in fact. The
setting, neverthe-less, was anything but dinicdl — a bare wall in a cdlar which in some ways resembled,
yet was not identicd to, the one where | was viewing this film. And the subject was human: a shabby,
un-shaven, and unconscious derdict who had been propped up againg a crude grayish wal. Not too
many moments passed before the man began to gir. But his movements were not those of awak-ening
from a deep stupor; they were only spasmodic twitchings of some energy which appeared to inhabit the
old tramp. A torn pant leg wiggled for a second, then his chest heaved, as if with an incredible sgh. His
left am, no hisright am, flew up in the ar and immediatdy collapsed. Soon his head began to wobble
and it kept on wobbling, even though its owner re-mained in a state of profound oblivious-ness.

Something was making its way through the derdlict's scalp, rugling among the long greasy locks of an
undghtly head. Part of it findly poked upwards — a thin gticklike thing. More of them emerged, dark
wiry appendages that were brigling and bending and reaching for the outer world. At the end of each
was a par of dender sngpping pincers. What ultimatdy broke through that shattered skull, pulling itsdf
out with a wriggling motion of its many newborn arms, was gpproximatdy the sze and proportions of a
spider monkey. It had tiny tranducent wings which fluttered a few times, gligening but usdless, and was
quite black, asif charred. Actudly the creature seemed to be in an emaciated condition. When it turned
its head toward the camera, it stared into the lens with mdicious eyes and seemed to be chattering with
its beaked mouith.

| whispered to Dr. Dublanc: "Please, I'm afraid that —"

"Exactly," he hissed back at me. "You are dways arad of the least upset in the order of things. You
need to face certain redlities so that you may free yoursdf of them.”

Now it was my turn to give the doctor a skepticd glance. Yet | catanly red-ized that he was
practicing something other than facile therapeutics. And even then our presence in that cdlar — that cold
swamp of shadows in which candles flickered like fireflies — seemed to be as much for Dr. Dublanc's
benefit as it was for mine, if "bendfit" is the proper word in this case.

"Thosepillsyougaveme..."
"Shhh. Weatch thefilm."

It was dmodt finished. After the crea-ture had hatched from its strange egg, it proceeded very rapidly
to consume the grubby derdict, leaving only a collection of bones attired in cast-off clothes. Picked
perfectly clean, the skull leaned wearily to one sde. And the creature, which earlier had been so
emaciated, had grown rather plump with its feast, be-coming bloated and meaty like an overfed dog. In
the find sequence, a net was tossed into the scene, capturing the gi-gantic vermin and dragging it off
camera. Then whitenessfilled the screen and the film was flapping on its redl.

"Apparently Mr. Catch hasleft us”" sad the doctor, noticing that | remained under the spdl of what |
hed just seen. Taking advantage of the moment, he tried to lend a certain focus or coloration to this
experience. "You mugt under-stand,” he continued, "thet the integrity of materid formsis only a prejudice,
a mog a point of view. This is not to mention the substance of those forms, which is an even more



dubious dtate of affars. That the so-called anaiomy of a human being might burst forth as a fantastic
insect should be no cause for congternation. | know that it may seem that in the past I've attempted to
actu-dly bolster your prejudices about a clockwork world of sunrise schedules and lunar routines. But
this ingstence has only had a paradoxica effect, just like certain drugs that in some people induce a
reaction quite the opposte of the norm. All of my assurances have made you more confirmed in your
suspi-cions that things are not bolted down, so0 to speak. And no more is that thing which we cal the
mind. We can both learn a great ded from Mr. Catch. Of course, | dill recognize that there re-main
some unfortunate aspects to his case — there was only so much | could do for him — but nonetheless |
think that he has gained rare and invauable knowledge, the consequences notwith-standing.

"His research had taken him into areas where, how should | say, where the shapes and leves of
phenomena, the multiple planes of naturd exisence, have reveded ther adlity to edtablish new
relaionships with one another . . . to become interconnected, as it were, in ways that were never
apparent. At some point everything became a blur for him, a sort of pandemonium of forces, a
phantasmagoria of posshilities which he eagerly engaged. We can have no idea of the tastes and
temptations that may emerge or develop in the course of such work ... a curious hedonism that could not
be controlled. Oh, the vagaries of omnipotence, breeder of indulgence. Well, Mr. Catch retreated in
panic from his own powers, yet he could not put the pieces back as they had been: unheard-of habits and
responses had dready in-grained themsdves into his system, seemingly forever. The worst sort of
davery, no doubt, but how persuasively he spoke of the euphorias he had known, the infinitdy diverse
sensations beyond dl common understanding. It was just this understanding that | required in order to
freehim of alife that, in its own fashion, had become as abysma and problematic as your own — except
he is a the opposite pole. Some middle ground mugt be established, some ba-ance. How wdl |
understand that now! Thisiswhy | have brought you two together. This is the only reason, how-ever it
may seem to you."

"It s;emsto me” | replied, "that Mr. Catch isno longer available”

Dr. Dublanc emitted the shadow of alaugh. "Oh, he's dill in the house. You can be sure of that. Let's
take alook updairs.”

He was, in fact, not far a dl. Stepping into that hdlway of closed doors at the top of the cdlar qairs,
we saw tha one of those doors was now patidly open and the room beyond it was fantly aglow.
Without announcing us, Dr. Du-blanc dowly pushed back the door until we could both see what had
happened insde.

It was a amd| unfurnished room with a bare wooden floor upon which a candle had been fixed with its
own drippings. The candldight shone dimly on the full face of Mr. Catch, who seemed to have collgpsed
ina back corner of the room, lying somewhat askew. He was swest-ing, though it was cold in the room,
and his eyes were hdf-closed in a kind of languorous exhaudtion. But something was wrong with his
mouth: it seemed to be muddied and enlarged, doppily painted into a clown's oversized grin. On the floor
beside him were, to dl appearances, the freshly ravaged re-mains of one of those creaturesin the film.

"You made me wait too long!" he suddenly shouted, opening his eyes fully and graightening himsdf up
for a mo-ment before his posture crumbled once again. He then repeated this outburst: "You couldn't
hep me and now you make me wait too long."

"It wasin order to hdp you that | came here" the doctor said to him, yet dl the time fixing his eyes on
the mutilated carcass on the floor. When he saw that | had observed his greedy stare he regained himsdif.
"I'm trying to help both of you the only way you can be helped. Show him, Mr. Catch, show him how
you breed those amazing individuas."



Mr. Catch groped in his pants pocket, pulled out a large handkerchief, and wiped off his mouth. He
was aniling alittleidioticdly, asif intoxicated, and worked himsdf to his feet. His body now seemed even
more swollen and bulbous than before, redly not quite human in its proportions. After replacing his
handkerchief in one pocket, he reached down into the other, feding around for some moments. "It's so
ample" he explained in a voice that had become placid. And it was with a kind of giddy pride that he
findly said, "Oh, here they are" and held out his open hand toward me. In the thick pad of his padm |
could see two tiny objects that were shaped like eggs.

| turned abruptly to the doctor. "The pills you gave me."
"It was the only thing that could be done for you. I've tried so hard to help you both."

"I had a suspicion,” said Mr. Catch, now reviving himsdf from his stupefaction. "1 should never have
brought you into this. Don't you redlize that it's difficult enough without involving your own patients? The
derdicts are one thing, but thisis quite another. Wel, my suitcases are packed. It's your operation now,
doctor. Let me by, time to go."

Mr. Catch maneuvered himsdf from the room, and a few moments later the sound of a door being
dammed echoed throughout the house. The doctor kept close watch on me, waiting for some reaction, |
suppose. Yet he was dso ligening very intently to certain sounds emanating from the rooms around us.
The noise of restless skittering was everywhere.

"You understand, don't you?" asked the doctor. "Mr. Catch isn't the only one who has waited too long
... far too long. | thought by now the pills would have had their effect.”

| went into my pocket and removed the two little eggs which | had faled to swdlow earlier. "I can't
dam that | ever had much faith in your methods” | said. Then | tossed the pills a Dr. Dublanc who,
gpeechless, caught them. "You won't mind if | return home by mysdf."

Indeed he was relieved to see me go. As | traced my way back through the house | heard him running
about and opening door after door, saying, "There you are, you beauties. There you are”

Although the doctor himsdf was now hopeless, | think that in some manner he had effected a cure in
my case, however ephemerd it may have been. For during those firs few moments on that hazy morning,
when the taxi edged out of the dley and passed through that neighborhood of gnawed houses, | fet
mysdf atain the middle ground Dr. Dublanc spoke of— the balancing point between an anxious flight
from the abyss and the temptation to plungeinto it. There was a great sense of escape, asif | could exist
serendy outside the grotesque ultimatums of creation, an entranced spectator cading adinica gaze at the
chaotic tumult both around and within me.

But the feding soon evaporated. "Could you go a little fagter?' | said to the driver when it began to
seem to me that we were making no progress in leaving that district behind: things again appeared to be
changing, ready to burst forth from their sagging cocoons and take on uncertain forms. Even the pae
maorning Sun seemed to be wavering from its proper proportions.

At the end of the ride, | was content to pay the extraordinary fare and return to my bed. The following
day | started looking for a new doctor. Q



THE SORCERER CONTEMPLATESHISBEGINNINGS

To think that once | was a child such as these, atumble of ragsin avillage street, or atrembling boy
barely into his teens, his heart thumping as he runs to meet some sweetheart in the evening air. The boy did
not fear the darkness then, nor ponder the mysteries of the Worm, nor speak with thunder among the hills.
When did the fire begin to burn?

When he listened to whispersin the night, and learned that death is but a door; when demons raised him
to some height, promising kingdoms, gold, and more; when first he walked the shadowed path, quite
unknown to most mankind, seduced by sigils of the heart, and inscrutable hieroglyphs of the mind.

Then the fire began to burn, and sorcery sparked to life within.
— Darrell Schweitzer



HOMECOMING
by Holly Thomas

Saven o'clock. W, that was only one hour late.

Carole pushed the worries out of her mind and put the casserole on low. It wasn't that unusud for Jeff
to be thislate. Out of the office late, stuck in treffic ... It wasn't even time yet to be annoyed tha he hadn't
cdled, dthough she could fed her anger sSmmering, just like the dish in the oven.

It was his turn to cook anyway — her mind shifted to smdler annoyances — but sheld known that
would meen wait-ing at least another hour after he got home, and probably for something like tuna
sandwiches. Carole let irritation replace her other thoughts.

She turned on the living room light. It was getting dark adready. It had tried to rain earlier in the day,
the kind of rain that was just enough to make the pave-ment dick.

Enough.

At saven-thirty, she turned on the televison, dthough she hated the supid game shows that were on a
thistime of night. The house was too quiet, and she needed to hear a human voice, some-thing to distract
her without taking any concentration.

The credits were ralling on the game show. Eight o'clock. Now it was time to worry. Asif a part of
her brain had been waiting for its cue, the red fear came.

Thered better be something wrong a this point. Carole imagined the rdief of scolding him when he
findly walked in the door. She thought of acceptable reasons. a amdl accident, minor cuts and bruises, a
dented fender. Or held stopped to hdp someone ese, broken down on the freeway. She was careful to
imegine scenarios without a phone in easy resch.

It was after nine when the phone findly rang. Carole picked it up dowly after the second ring.

"May | please speak to Mrs. JHf Kenning." The young mae voice sounded very serious, and her
ingdes went cold.

An apologetic blond man in a white uniform pulled back the drawer, and she forced hersdf to take a
good long look. The part of her that had been ready for this two hours ago was gone. It was replaced by
apart that was sure thismug dl be amistake.

Andinaway, it didn't look like him at dl. The face was far too pae, the features more ill than they
ever were when he was adeep. But it was Jef's brown curly hair, and Jeff's crooked nose that hed
broken when he was ten, and the mationless face did form the shape of Jeffs features. He looked much
younger than thirty-five. Her eyes moved down toward the rest of the body —

"He logt consciousness immediatdy,” the blond man was saying.

Yes. She believed that. Because other-wise the face would have been as dis-torted as the body below
it.

This was the part where it should become red. But she couldn't cry. The gaing room, the somber
attendant, the pae formin front of her — it was dl too much like an old nightmare.

The young highway patrolman, the one who'd called her on the phone, spoke from behind her. Sheld



forgotten he was there. "Do you need someone to drive you home, Mrs. Kenning?'

Ms., she wanted to correct him, as shed automaticdly corrected people dl of the eight years shed
been married. But she couldntt.

"No," Carol€'s voice was clear and steady. "l can drive” She wondered if they were waiting for her to
burst into tears. But she supposed they'd seen every reaction there was.

At home, she tried to decide what you were supposed to do when something like this redly
happened. Cdling friends or her mother seemed absurd. This wasn't the kind of news you rushed to
share. Findly, she got ready for bed, dthough there seemed to be something wrong with doing something
S0 normdl.

Half an hour later, he came home.

If she hadn't been so used to the sound of his shoes coming up the walk, she never would have heard
the footsteps. They were followed by the fumbling of keysin the lock, and Carole was out of bed and at
the door by the time it opened.

A migtake, her mind sang, it had redlly been a mistake.

He was sanding in front of her, tdl and whole, and she flung hersdlf a him, aams tight around his neck.
His arms folded around her.

"Jdff, | thought you were —" She stopped, not just because she didn't want to say the word, but
because something was wrong. Something in the way he fdt. Not diff exactly, but strange, like someone
who'd never hugged her before.

"Therumors™ he said, "were greatly exaggerated.”

It washisvoice, dl right.

"What happened?’ she said.

"l was thrown from the car," he said.

No. Tha was alie Thered been a body and shed seenit.

Carole pulled back far enough to look at him. She found hersdf making the same sort of ingpection
sheld just made at the morgue: the curly hair, the broken nose, and now, the blue eyes. He looked more
like Jff than the white form sheld just seen in the drawer. But not by much. Like the body she'd seen,
something was missing — the animation, the expres-sion.

I'm hysterical, she decided.

She tried to think clearly. She'd seen a body in a morgue, mangled. What ap-peared to be the same
body stood in front of her now, unmarked and amiling. They couldn't both be red. Maybe she was
dreaming.

"Something's burning,” he said, and went toward the kitchen.

The casserole, five hours old. And sheld never noticed. This had to be a dream. Carole followed him
into the kitchen.

He opened the oven door. Shaking his head a her like any tolerant husband, he pulled out the



casserole dish.
With hisbare hands.

Low temperature, on this oven, was two hundred degrees. But he set the dish on top of the stove and
turned to her asif nothing was wrong.

Carole reached forward cautioudy and touched the dish to be sure. Her hand came away sharply. The
ging of the hot dish told her this couldn't be a dream.

She backed away from him. "What do you want?"

"What do you mean? | live here" There was a mocking note, so faint she might have imagined it, in his
emphadis on the word.

"No, you don't." Carole fdt tears in her eyes for the firg time. "My husband is dead.” She grabbed a
knife out of the rack on the counter. It was only a steak knife the larger ones were in a drawer behind
him.

"Carole, what are you taking about?' He looked bewildered, and once again he dmost convinced her.
But something in his voice was wrong, like an actor who didn't quite have his lines down.

Tears were dangerous. They blurred her view of this thing that looked like her husband. And it was
moving toward her.

"Honey, you're upset." He'd botched a line Jeff never cdled her honey. "Let's go to bed." Carole
shuddered, trying not to imagine what would happen if she went to bed with hm — with it.

A hand on her shoulder, over the thin strap of her nightgown, drew her toward him. She raised the
knife between them, its blade pointed upward, remembering something Jeff had told her once. By
stabbing and dicdng upward, you could gut someone very eficiently.

But this was Jeff, and she'd dready seen his body mutilated once tonight.

Hisfree hand closed around Carol€e's on the knife. His touch wasn't cold, and the fingers were gentle.
Her am logt some of its tendon, and he started to push the knife aside as his left hand drew her closer —

—and she fdt sharp nails digging into the back of her shoulder. Like an intro-duction to pain to come.
She tensed her am again, and with dl her resolution she lunged forward.

The knife went in eadly. Nails tore into her shoulder. She closed her eyes tight and forced hersdf to
bring the knife up —

— into empty space.

She staggered, off balance, and opened her eyes. She was aone in the kitchen, an unstained knife in
her hand, a burnt casserole on the stove. There was hot pain in her right shoul-der. She fdt blood begin
to trickle down her back. All of her nerves and muscles seemed to quit a once, and Carole collapsed
agang the counter behind her.

At lagt thetearstdll. Q



XOBANHALTUN

for the Nicaraguans

Like bones half-buried, tempting as a skull

To the questing shovel, theruinsrise,

Forgotten by the vultures and theflies.

In bas-relief the feathered serpents crawl,
Obscured by moss, eroded by the years.

And even as the corbelled arches fall

In grim neglect, and silence fills the halls,

Through hidden chinks awatchful presence peers.

Dense jungle south of Uxmal hidesthe way. The sac be roads that never seem to end Wind strangely
there, forever gone astray. Perhapsit's just as well that we pretend That nothing human lives there
anymore — Much less the primogenitor of war.

— Keith Allen Daniels



HE KNOWS

IF YOU'VE BEEN BAD OR GOOD
by R.G. Evans

Too many creatures were stirring.

Ricky peered through the shifting jungle of legs, dodging heavy shopping bags, trying to catch another
glimpse of his brother. Brian knew Ricky shouldn't be Ieft one, yet he had darted away into the hectic
mix of shoppers as soon asthar mother had left imin charge.

"Stay with your brother," she had told Brian, glaiing down & the boys through eyes dready pink from
her mid-morning vodka. "I'll meet you back here in fifteen minutes™

Ricky had fdt the familiar panic begin as he watched his mother lurch away, swdlowed by the
ravenous crowd. He turned to look & his older brother, expecting to see him grinning down at him with
hisusud menace, but Brian had aready vanished.

"Bwian," Ricky cdled, working his way through the ondaught of adults heedless of his frightened cries.
For an indant, he glimpsad his brother perched atop one of the plasic cube benches, laughing
complacently a his own clev-erness. Ricky fought hisway to where his brother had been, but Brian was
gone. Hghting desperately not to cry, Ricky wandered on, blinded by the sdty ging of his tears, the
bland carols and the talling of a 9ngle brass bel growing louder, taunting him.

Soon, Ricky noticed a certain change — a coaling of the air, a brightening of light, the ringing louder
now close by on his right. Wiping away his tears with tiny clenched figts, he saw the crowd had thinned
where he now stood, leaving him trembling, isolated ...

But not done.

Sowly, sobbing, he turned in the direction of the ringing bell, a sound whose sgnificance he redized
too late.

There, not three feet behind him, stood the man. Next to him, a black tripod strung with a chain
supported a cast iron kettle with a dot for money, asfiery red as the suit worn by its plump, white-haired
guardian, hisarm keeping up the ominous danging of the bell.

Ricky froze, his sobs cut off as with an axe. Chill beads of swest rolled down his back and his eyes
sretched wide in terror.

It had been three years since he had been this close to Santa. Since that time in McDonald's (forever
captured in a Polaroid snapshot) when his father pulled him screaming from Santa's lap, his mother had
medfully dlowed hm to keep a wide berth from the jolly old df whenever they went out near
Chrigt-mas. Now here he was done, staring up at the man ringing the bell, without his father to help him.

The old man lowered his sad brown eyes toward Ricky, and suddenly the boy's legs had power again.
He began to back dowly away, hoping he would be blessedly consumed by the crowd as his mother had
been eaxlier.

Ricky screamed as a pair of hands fdl on his shoulders and a familiar voice shouted, "Not so fagt, pa!"
In an ingant, Ricky knew tha Brian had led him here ddiberately, hovering just out of sght urtil his



brother stepped into the trap. Brian grabbed the boy's shoulders firmly and began to push him toward the
menacing bell ringer.

"Bwian. .. NO!" Ricky shrieked.
"Cmon, 'Wicky," " Brian jeered, mock-ing his brother's speech. "Wet's go see Santa Cwaus."

Screaming, flaling hisarms wildly in an attempt to shake free, Ricky struggled againgt Brian's grip, but
his brother was much stronger. The gap between the boys and Santa shrank with every spasmed
movement of the grap-pling brothers. Ricky watched in terror as the old men stopped ringing the bell and
began to sudy them with dinicd curiosty — making a lig and checking it twice, Ricky thought. The
closer they moved, the more intent Santa's gaze became until, in a moment of agonized redization, Ricky
saw the old man was about to speak.. . .

"Brian!"

Ricky fdt his brother's hands tear free from his shoulders and immediaiey he cowered away from the
old man, fdling to the floor from the force of his backward thrust. Their mother had ar-rived just in time
and now loomed over Brian, cregting amildy interesting di-version for the crowds who dowed to watch.

"Where the Hdll did you go?' she bellowed. "Fifteen minutes — that's al | said — fifteen minutest And
how many times have | told you, don't tease your brother? | wish Santa would suff you both into his bag
and take you away to the North Polel”

"There an't no Santa Claus!" Brian blurted angrily.

She regarded him coldly. "To some of us there is" she said, glancing down a Ricky. The boy sat on
the floor, trans-fixed by the bearded menace who had resumed the rhythmic ringing of the bell. Ricky
trembled a the thought of the old man dipping a sack over his head and spiriting him away to the icy
tortures of his North Pole workshop. Then Santa glanced at him one lagt time, and rdief spread over
Ricky like awarm blanket. The old man had brown eyes, and Santa's are blue. Everybody knows that.

Brian's right, Ricky thought as their mother dragged them out of the mdl. That aint no Santa Claus.
Only one of hishdpers.
Later that night, Ricky sat benesth the Christmas tree playing gloomily with his last surviving G.1. Joe.

His father had given him a whole platoon of them two years before — the last Christmas before he
went awvay. Since then, ther ranks had dwindled steadily — some dolen by Brian, others crushed
beneeth the whedls of his mother's car — but he had protected his favorite fiercdy, guarding it againgt the
enemies that had daimed dl the rest.

Ricky looked at the few meager pres-ents his mother had bought earlier at the mal, wrapped shabbily
admog as an afterthought. Then he glanced a the battleworn G.I. Joe and fdt the familiar sadness
spread over him.

Without his fether a home, it just didn't seem like Christmas Eve.

He remembered last year when his mother had hdf-interestedly asked him what he wanted for
Chrigmas and how he had told her he wanted Daddy to come home. Ricky remembered the hot tinge of
acohal on her breeth when she screamed a him.

"Your father's never coming back here! He's got hiswhore to run to!"



Ricky heard something snap. In one hand lay hislast G.I. Joe. In the other was the soldier's right arm.
He stared at the broken doll without seeing it.

He was remembering the mdl. He thought of Brian laughing as he pushed him toward Santa. If his
father had been there, he thought, Brian wouldn't have laughed for long.

Snap. Another arm went.

Ricky knew his mother was right: his father would never come back, no matter how hard he wished
for it. But surdly there was something he could do about Brian.

The answer came with a find sngp. Smiling, Ricky tossed down the pieces of the broken soldier, its
head rolling out of Sght among the pathetic gifts beneath the tree. He ran into the kitchen and rummaged
excaitedly through drawerstill he found paper and a pencil stub. He hurried back into the living room and
seitled down in front of the flickering fireplace. It was getting late — in five hours it would be Chrismas
— but this was no ordinary correspondence.

With the faith of a child, Ricky began to write hisfirg letter to Santa Claus.

His hands trembled so badly the stubby pencil nearly tumbled out of his fingers. He had only been
writing for a year, and sometimes the letters would come out al jumbled up and backwards. His teacher
MrsWaden tried to explain his problem to his mother, but she had been ether too drunk to understand
or dse shejud didn't care.

But thiswas avery important |etter.

The face of the brown-eyed bdl ringer svam up from the blank paper and Ricky's heart began to race
likeit had in the mdl. He could il fed Brian push-inghim closer . . . closer . ..

He forced the pencil to the paper, encouraged by the memory of Brian's crudty. With tongue set firmly
inthe corner of his mouth, Ricky began form-ing the magicd words he hoped would free im forever.

For nearly haf an hour he labored over the crinkling paper, so engrossed he didn't hear Brian enter the
room, didn't sense him creep up behind him like a

Iy

"Gimmethat!" Brian shouted, pluck-ing the letter from Ricky's hand, quickly steding away to the other
Sde of the room with his prize.

"What's this, Wicky?" he asked with mock curiogty. "A wetter?'
"Dont, Bwian!" Ricky cried.
Brian began to read the brief letter out loud:

"Hmm . . . 'Dear Satan — "' He stopped and reread the awkwardly scrawled sautation. " 'Dear
Satan'? It's SSA-N-T-A, you moron! Geez, you're so stupid, you can't talk or writel"

Ricky shook naticeably, hisface glow-ing as red as the fire dying to embersin the fireplace.
Then Brian read the rest of the letter: "Please take Brian."

Ricky charged at him then, unable to control himsdf any longer. His arms snatched dumdly at the
letter, but Brian smply held it out of reach and sent his brother sorawling with a well-placed foot.



"'Take Brian? " Brian said. "Take this"

He dropped the letter into the fire-place. A puff of smoke, a flash of flame, and the paper turned to
ashes, soaring up the chimney as dry as dead moths wings.

"No!" Ricky shouted, lunging blindly a Brian. Soon both boys rolled about the floor, both shouting
vidlently as each tried to gain the advantage. Findly, Ricky found himsdf pinned while Brian repeatedly
banged his head againgt the floor.

His head filled with fog and throbbed panfully before his mother came, roused by ther shouts, pulling
Brian off him and curang as her Smirnoff daoshed into the fireplace.

Ricky listened to the Szzle and wished hard.

He sees you when you're deegping.

He knows when you're awake.

Maybe he didn't need to see it in writing to make your wish come true.

At ten o'clock, while Brian was nes-tled dl sug in his bed — confined there by their mother before
ghe promptly passed out around nine — Ricky sat fighting deep beneath the twinkling lights of ther
Chrigmeas tree. His eyelids hung like leed sinkers, their weight pulling his head down until he rdlied and
jerked himsdf awake, only to repeat the ldling dance again.

He was trying to watch the cooling fireplace.

Nearly two hours ago, Brian had thrown his letter into the flames which had been dying even then.
Now only ashes fluttered about in the draft, dl warmth quenched by the chill air from the open flue.

Ricky had opened it himsdf, long before deep had threatened to end his vigil. In writing his letter
ealier, he had made a commitment, and be wanted to watch hiswish come true.

And s0 he sat waiting for the terrible old man.

At firg, he jumped nervoudy even at the ticking of the clock, nearly crying out once when the house
groaned loudly, settling. With every noise, Ricky steded himsdf agang his grestest fear, the
confrontation he had avoided nearly dl hislife

Now deep caressed him, its heavy narcotic causng haf-dreams, playing out the scene to come a
pitter-patter of hooves and a jingling of bells from the housetop, a muffled "Ho! Ho! Ho!" and findly the
sound of boots scuffing dowly down the indde of the chimney and —

The pop and crackle of logs burning.

In apainful flash of red light, deep shattered, and even before his eyes were fully open, Ricky redized
what had awakened him.

Brian was building afirein the fire-place.

His body exploded into action. Legp-ing up from beneath the tree, Ricky raged across the room, a
thin, frall cry rigng from his throat. His hands just brushed the coarse flannd of Brian's pgama top when
the older boy spun around and drove the blunt end of the iron poker deep into Ricky's ssomach.

He fdl to the ground. Writhing around the floor, both hands clasped around his midsection, Ricky



gasped desperately for ar. He tried to struggle to his knees, but his legs were usdess, and ill no breath
came,

"Awww," Brian whined, feigning pity. "Wicky can't bweethe?' Then he lashed out with a dippered
foot, connecting with Ricky's abdomen so hard the youn-ger boy saw black clouds floating across his
fidd of vison.

"I guess you're stuck with me, 'cause there ain't no Santa Claus™ Brian gloated. "And even if there
was, 1'd like to see him get through that."

Brian pivoted to point at the fiercely burning five, but was cut off by alow rumbling, which seemed to
come from everywhere a once. Everything trem-bled: the calling, the floors, the walls, the fireplace —

Ricky turned to the fireplace just as arain of cinders fdl from insde the chimney, nearly dousing the
fire. Pic-ture frames and knick-knacks tumbled from the mantel, shattering on the stones below. Ricky
sav a crack in the chimney's bricks begin somewhere above the celing and widen as it moved
downward in regular, rhythmic thrudts, as if something immense were wedging its way down the
too-narrow chimney.

Brian turned jugt as two scay arms emerged from the fireplace. Massvely muscled, two great gnarled
oaks, they reached out toward Brian. Ricky watched his brother's face erupt in horror and disbdief as
the arms encir-cled him, their red skin doughing afine layer of soot and ashes onto the deep pile carpet.
They pulled the sruggling boy into the fireplace and up the chimney until Ricky could see nothing but
Brian's dippers hanging toes down and limp toward the scattered, dying fire.

And then he was gone.
Ricky lay dill, his breath returning in hitching gasps.

The rumbling had stopped, and, aside from his own labored bregthing, the only other sound in the
house was his mother's deep, drunken snoring from the other room. Tiny specks of light swam before
his eyes, and suddenly he fdt the need to deep stronger than ever before.

And so he dept.

Soon he dreamt. His mother's red inebriated snoring became the sdfish snortings of a mongirous white
hogin his dream. He stood before the swine, white aproned, handing cleavers and glinting knives to his
friend who held them ddlicaidy in hislarge, scdy tdons, afriendly, hdpful butcher.

And it was agood dream, asugar-plum vision of asaint who grants the desperate dreams of the
young. A saint who isvery, very old.

Old Nick. Q



IN THE SLUMBER OF WOLVES

From the slumber of wolves you hear a storm that howls across the ridgetops ripping into stands of paw-paw and
Virginia pine batting branches into the lower canopy you imagine the red-leafed limbs swaying holding them like
stretcher bearers for the dead In the slumber of wolves lightning stabs in barbs through the dark knots of cloud there's
the smell of ozone

From the slumber of wolves you turn your nose

deep into the cave's drafts and also smell smoke

feel the fur bristle on your back

but it's just the gases from seasoned wood

combusting in the pot-bellied woodstove

at your old familiar homestead in the next hollow

in the lumber of wolves your woods are safe

you lift your voice in amournful keen

and sing with the winds

From the dleep of man an old woman awakens

movesin pain to fill that stove with more logs

if shetoo isfilled with your legend

of her Great Grandfather and the moon at full

if she hearsyour call even above the gale

if she dreams of you running with night shadows

From the sleep of man she may sigh along sigh

and perhaps |et go her hold and join you at last

in the Slumber of wolves

—Robert Frazier



MISSPLARR

by Thomas Ligotti illustrated by Denis Tiani

It was spring, though dill quite early in the season, when a young woman came to live with us. Her
purpose was to manage the affars of the household while my mother was suffering some vague almernt,
lingering but not serious, and my father was away on business. She arived on one of those migy,
adrizzing days which often prevailed during the young months of that partic-ular year and which remain in
my memory as the Sgnature of this remark-able time. Since my mother was sdf-confined to her bed and
my father ab-sent, it was Ieft for me to answer those sharp urgent rappings at the front door. How they
echoed throughout the many rooms of the house, reverberating in the farthest corners of the upper floors.

Rulling on the curved metd door handle, so hugein my child's hand, | found her sanding with her back
to me and daring deep into a world of darken-ing mist. Her black har glisened in the light from the
vedibule. As she turned dowly around, my eyes were fixed upon that great ebony turban of hair, folded
S0 eaboratdly into itsdf again and again yet in some way rebdling againg this discipling, with many shiny
strands es-caping their bonds and bursting out wildly. Indeed, it was through a sraggle of mist-covered
locks that she firgt glared down at me, saying: "My nameis. . ."

"I know," | said.

But at that moment it was not so much her namethat | knew, despite my father's diligent recitations of
it to me, as dl the unexpected correspondences | sensed in her physca presence. For even dfter she
stepped into the house, she kept her head dightly turned and glanced over her shoulder through the open
door, waiching the dements out-side and ligening with intense expec-tancy. By then this stranger had
dready gained a precise orientation amid the world's chaos of faces and other phe-nomena. Quite
literdly her place was an obscure one, lying somewhere deep within the peculiar mood of that soring
afternoon when the naturd gestures of the season had been apparently dis-tanced and suppressed by an
other-worldly desolation — a seething luxuri-ance hidden behind dark battlements of clouds looming
above a bare, practicdly hibernd landscape. And the sounds for which she listened aso seemed remote
and difled, shut out by a mute and sullen twilight, smothered in thet tower of stonegray sky.

However, while Miss Plarr appeared to reflect with exactitude dl the sgns and manneriams of those
daysdl shack-led in gloom, her place in our household was 4ill an uncertainty.

During the early part of her stay with us, Miss Plarr was more often heard than seen. Her duties,
whether by in-gtruction or her own interpretation, had soon engaged her in a routine of wander-ing
throughout the echoing rooms and hdlways of the house. Rardly was there an interruption in those
footsteps as they sounded upon aged floorboards, day and night these gentle crepitations sgnded the
whereabouts of our vigilant housekeeper. In the morning | awoke to the movements of Miss Plarr on the
floors above or below my bedroom, while late in the afternoon, when | often spent time in the library
upon my return from school, | could hear the dip-clopping of her heds on the parquet in the adjacent
room. Even late at night, when the structure of the house expressed itsdf with a fugue of noises, Miss
Parr aug-mented this decrepit music with her own dow pacing upon the stairs or outside my door.









Onetime | fet mysdf awakened in the middle of the night, though it was not any disturbing sounds that
hed broken my deep. And | was unsure exactly what made it impossible for me to close my eyes again.
Fndly, | did out of bed, quietly opened the door of my room a few inches, and peeped down the
darkened hdlway. At the end of that long passage was a window filled with the livid radiance of
moonlight, and within the frame of that window was Miss Plarr, her entire form shaded into a slhouette
as black as the blackness of her hair, which was dl piled up into the wild shape of some night-blossom.
So intently was she saring out the window that she did not seem to detect my observance of her. I, on
the other hand, could no longer ignore the force of her presence.

Thefollowing day | began a series of sketches. These works first took form as doodles in the margins
of my school books, but swiftly evolved into projects of greater sze and ambition. Given the enigmas of
any vaiety of creation, | was not entirdy surprised that the images | had eaborated did not indude the
overt portrayal of Miss Plar hersdf, nor of other persons who might serve by way of symbolism or
association. Instead, my drawings appeared to illudrate scenes from a tde of some strange and crud
kingdom. Possessed by curious moods and visons, | depicted a bleak domain that was obscured by a
kind of fog or cloud whose depths brought forth a plethora of incredible structures, dl of them somehow
twigted into aspects of bizarre savagery. From the matrix of this fertile haze was born a litter of towering
edifices that combined the traits of castle and crypt, many-pesked palace and multi-chambered
mausole-um. But there were dso clugters of smdler buildings, warped offshoots of the grester ones,
housng perhaps no more than a sngle room, an gpatment of ominoudy skewed desgn, an intimate
dungeon cdl reserved for the mogt ex-clusve captivity. Of course, | betrayed no speciad genius in my
execution of these fantasma venues: my technique was as barbarous as my subject. And certainly | was
unable to introduce into the menacing images any suggestion of certain sounds that seemed integrd to
their proper representation, a kind of aural accompaniment to these operatic stage sets. In fact, | was not
able even to imagine these sounds with any degree of darity. Yet | knew that they belonged in the
pictures, and that, like the purdly visble dimenson of these works, ther source could be found in the
person of Miss Plarr.

Although | had not intended to show her the sketches, there was evi-dence that she had indulged in
private viewings of them. They lay more or lessin the open on the desk inmy bedroom; | made no effort
to conced my work. And | began to suspect that their order was being disturbed in my absence, to sense
asubtle disarrange-ment that was vagudy tdling but not conclusive. Findly, she gave hersdf away. One
gray afternoon, upon re-turning from school, | discovered a sure Sgn of Miss Plarr's investigartions. For
lying between two of my drawings, pressed like amemento in an old scrapbook, was along black strand
o hair.

| wanted to confront Miss Plarr im-mediately regarding her intruson, not because | resented it in any
way but solely to seize the occasion to approach this devious eccentric and perhaps draw closer to the
grange sights and sounds she had brought into our household. However, at that stage of her term of
employment she was no longer so eadly located, having ceased her constant, noisy marauding and begun
practicing more sedentary, even sedthy rituas.

Since there was no 9gn of her else-where in the house, | went directly to the room which had been set
adde for her, and which | had previoudy re-spected as her sasnctum. But as | dowly stepped up to the
open doorway | saw that she was not there. After entering the room and rummeging about, | real-ized
that she was not using it a dl and perhaps had never settled in. | turned around to continue my search for
Miss Plarr when | found her ganding slently in the doorway and gazing into the room without fixing her
eyes on anything, or anyone, within it. | nevertheless ap-peared to be in a pogtion of chastise-ment,
loang dl the advantage | earlier possessed over this invader of my sanc-tum. Yet there was no mention
of ether of these tranggressions, despite what seemed our mutud understanding of them. We were
hdplesdy drifting into an abyss of unspoken reproaches and suspicions. Fndly, Miss Plarr rescued us



both by making an announcement she had obvioudy been saving for the right moment.

"I have spoken with your mother,” she declared in a srong voice, "and we have concluded thet |
should begin tutoring you in some of your . . . weaker school subjects”

| believe that | must have nodded, or moved my head in some way. "Good," she said. "We will start
tomorrow."

Then, rather quietly, she walked away, leaving her words to resound in the cavity of that unoccupied
room — unoc-cupied, | may dam, snce my own presence now seemed to have been eclipsed by the
sweling shadow of Miss Plarr. Nonetheless, this extra-scholagtic indruction did prove of immense vaue
inilluminating what, at the time, was my weakest subject: Miss Plarr in generd, with specid attention to
where she had made accommodeations for hersdf in our household.

My tutelage was conducted in a room which Miss Plarr fdt was especidly suited to the purpose,
though her rearsoning may not have been reedily appar-ent. For the place she had sdected as her
classroom was a amdl, remote tic located beneeth the highest and west-ernmost roof of the house. The
danted caling of that room exposed to us its rotting beams like the ribbing of some ancient seegoing
ves that might carry us to unknown destinations. And there were cold drafts that eddied around us,
opposing currents emanating from the warped frame in which a many-paned window oftly rattled now
and then. The light by which | was schooled was provided by overcast afternoons fading in that window,
assisted by an old ail lamp which Miss Plarr had hung upon anal in one of the attic rafters. (1 sill wonder
where she unearthed this an-tique.) It was this greasy lamplight that enabled me to glimpse a heap of old
rags which had been piled in a corner to form a kind of crude bedding. Nearby stood the suitcase Miss
Parr had arrived with.

The only furniture in this room was alow table, which served as my desk, and a smdl fral chair, both
articles being rdics of my early childhood and no doubt rediscovered in the course of my teacher's many
expeditions throughout the house. Seated a the center of the room, | submitted to the mugty pathos of
my surroundings. "In a room such as this" Miss Plar asserted, "one may learn certain things of the
greatest importance”” So | ligened while Miss Plarr clomped noisly about, widding a long wooden
pointer which had no blackboard to point to. All considered, however, she did ddiver a series of quite
fascinating lectures.

Without attempting to render the exact rhetoric of her discourse, | remem-ber that Miss Plarr was
especidly con-cerned with my development in subjects that often touched upon history or geog-raphy,
occasondly broaching redms of philosophy and science. She lectured from memory, never once
misstepping in her ddivery of countless facts that had not reached me by way of the conven-tiond
avenues of my education. Yet these talks were nonetheless as mean-dering as her footsteps upon the
cold floor of thet attic room, and &t first | was bresthless trying to follow her from one point to the next.
Eventudly, though, 1 began to extract certain themes from her chaotic syllabus. For instance, she returned
time and again to the earliest twitchings of human life, portraying a world of only the most rudimentary
law but one so intriguingly advanced in what she caled "viscerd practices.” She alowed that much of
what she sad in this way was speculative, and her discussons of laer periods deferred to the
regtrictions, while also enjoying the ex-plicitness, of accepted records. Hence, | was made intimate with
those ancient atrocities which gained renown for a Persan monarch, with a century-old massacre in the
Brazilian backlands, and with the curious methods of punish-ment employed by various societies often
relegated to the margins of hisory. And in other flights of ingruction, dur-ing which Miss Plarr might
flourish her pointer in the ar like an artist's paint-brush, | was introduced to lands whose chief feature
was a kind of brutdity and an ar of exile— coarse and torturous terrains, ddiriums of earth and ky.
These incdluded desolate mist-bound islands in polar seas, countries of barren pesks lacerated by



unceesng winds, wastdlands that consumed dl sense of redity in their vast spaces, shadowed redms
Uttered with dead cities, and swdtering hdls of jungle where light itsdf is tinged with a bluish dime. At
some point, however, Miss Plarr's specidized curriculum, once so novel and engrossing, dulled with
repetition. | started to fidget in my miniature seat; my head would dump over my miniature desk. Then
her words suddenly stopped, and she drew close to me, laying her rubber-tipped pointer across my
shoulder. When | looked up | saw only those eyes glaing down a me, and that black bundle of hair
outlined in the dismd light drifting through the attic like a glowing vapor.

“Inaroom such asthis" she whis-pered, "one may aso learn the proper way to behave.”

The pointer was then pulled away, grazing my neck, and Miss Plar waked over to the window.
Outside were effer-vescent clouds of mis which hung down over trees and houses. The scene was hed
immobile by the mig as if captured within cloudy depths of ice everything appeared remote or
hdlucinatory, shad-ows bound to a midy shore. All was slence, and Miss Plarr gazed out a a world
suspended in obscurity. But she was dso ligening to it.

"Do you know the sound of something that stings the ar?' she asked, swinging her pointer lightly
agang hersdf. "You will know that sound if you do not act properly. Do you hear me?'

| understood her meaning and nodded my compliance. But at the same time | seemed to hear more
then a teacher's switch as it came down upon a pupil's body. Sounds more serious and more strange
intruded upon the hush of the classoom. They were faraway sounds logt in the hissng of rainy
afternoons. great blades sweeping over great dis-tances, expansve wings cutting through cold winds,
long whips lashing in dark-ness. | heard other sounds, too, other things that were dinging the ar in other
places, sounds of things | heard but could never give explanation. These sounds grew increasingly louder.
F-ndly, Miss Plarr dropped her pointer and put her hands over her ears.

"Theat will be dl for today,” she shouted.
And neither did she hold class on the fallowing day, nor ever again resume tutoring me.

It seemed, however, that my lessons with Miss Plarr had continued their effect in a different form.
Those after-noons in that atic must have exhausted something within me, and for a brief time | was
unable to leave my bed. During this period | noticed that Miss Plarr was suffering a decline of her own,
dlowing the intangible symparthies which had aready existed between us to become so much deeper
and more entangled. To some extent it might be said that my own process of degenera-tion was following
hers, much as my faculty of hearing, sengtized by illness, followed her echoing footsteps as they moved
about the house. For Miss Plarr had reverted to her restless wandering, somehow having faled to settle
hersdf into any kind of repose.

On her vigts to my room, which had become frequent and were dways unex-pected, | could observe
the phases of her dissolution on both the materid and the psychic levd. Her hair now hung loose about
her shoulders, twiding itsdf in the most hideous ways like a dark mesh of nightmares, a foul nest in which
her own suspicions were swarming. More-over, her links to drictly mundane de-ments had become
shockingly decayed, and my relationship with her was con-ducted a the risk of intimacy with spheres of
ahighly questionable order.

One afternoon | awoke from a nap to discover that dl the drawings she had inspired me to produce
hed been torn to pieces and lay scattered about my room. But this primitive attempt at exorcism proved
to have no effect, for in the late hours of that same night | found her gtting on my bed and leaning close to
me, her hair brushing againg my face. "Tdl me about those sounds," she demanded. ™Y ou've been doing
this to frighten me, havent you?' For a while | fdt she had dipped away dtogether, severing our



extraordinary bond and dlowing my hedth to improve. But just as | seemed to be approaching a full
recovery, Miss Plarr returned.

"I think you're much better now," she said as she entered my room with a briskness that seemed to be
an effort. "You can get dressed today. | have to do some shopping, and | want you to come aong and
assg me”

| might have protested that to go out on such a day would promise me a relapse, for outsde waited a
heavy soring dampness and so much fog that | could see nothing beyond my bedroom window. But Miss
Parr was dready log to the world of wholesome practicaities, while her manner betrayed a hypnotic
and fateful determination that | could not have resisted.

"As for this fog," she said, even though | had not mentioned it, "I think we dhdl be able to find our
way."

Having a child's weakness for miracles, | followed Miss Plar into that fog-smothered landscape.
After waking only a few steps we logt Sght of the house, and even the ground beneath our feet was
submerged under layers of a pale, floating web. But she took my hand and marched on as if guided by
some peculiar vison.

And it was by her grasp that this vison was conducted into me, setting both of us upon a strange path.
Yet as we progressed, | began to recognize certain shapes gradudly emerging around us — that brood
of dark forms which pushed through the fog, asif their growth could no longer be contained by it. When |
tightened my grip on Miss Plarr's hand — which seemed to be logng its strength, fading in its substance
— thevison surged toward dlarity. With the aspect of some leviathan risng into view from the abyss, a
monstrous world de-fined itsdf before our eyes, forcing its way through the surface of the fog, which now
tralled in wisps about the structures of an immense and awful kingdom.

More expangve and intricate than my earlier, purdy atistic imeginings, these structures sprang forth
like a patternless conglomerate of crystds, angular and many-faceted monuments dugering in a misy
graveyard. It was a dead dty in-deed, and dl resdents were entombed within its walls — or they were
nowhere. There were streets of a sort which cut through this chaos of architecture, wind-ing among the
lopsided buildings, and yet it dl retained an interlocking unity, much like a mountain range of wildly
carved peaks and chasms and very much like the mountainous and murky thunderheads of a rany
season. Surely the very essence of a sorm inhered in the jagged dynamism of these dructures, a
pyrotechnics that remained suspended or hidden, its violence a matter of suspicion and conjec-ture,
uggesting aredm of atrocious potential — that infinite country which hovers beyond fogs and migts and

gray hegping skies.

But even here something remained obscure, a sense provoked of rites or observances being enacted in
conced-ment. And this peculiar sense was aroused by certain sounds, as of smoth-ered cacophonous
echoes lashing out in black cells and scourging the lengths of blind passages. Through the slence of the
fog they gradudly disseminated.

"Do you hear them?' asked Miss Plar, though by then they had dready risen to a conspicuous
dridency. "There are rooms we cannot see where those sounds are being made. Sounds of some-thing
that dingsthe air.”

Her eyes seemed to be possessed by the Sght of these rooms she spoke of; her hair was mingling with
the mig around us. Findly, she released her hold on my hand and drifted onward. There was no druggle
she had known for some time what loomed in the background of her wander-ing and what waited her
approach. Per-haps she thought this was something she could pass on to others, or in which she might



gan their company. But her com-pany, her proper company, had dl the time been preparing for her
arivd else-where. Neverthdess, she had honored me as the her of her visons.

The fog swept around her and thick-ened once again until there was nothing else that could be seen.
After a few moments | managed to gain my geo-graphicd bearings, finding mysdf in the midde of the
street only afew blocks from home.

Soon after the disappearance of Miss Plarr, our household was again estab-lished in its routine: my
mother made a strong recovery from her pseudo-iliness and my father returned from his business
excursgon. The hired girl, it seemed, had vacated the house without giving notice, a turn of events tha
caused little surprise in my mother. "Such aflighty creature,” she said about our former housekeeper.

| supported this characterization of Miss Plarr, but offered nothing that might suggest the nature of her
flight. In truth, no word of mine could possibly have brought the least darity to the stuation. Nor did |
wigh to deepen the mydteries of this episode by reveding what Miss Plarr had left behind in that attic
room. For me this chamber was
now invested with a dour mystique, and | revisted its drafty spaces on severd occasions over the years.
Especidly on afternoons in early spring when | could not close my ears to certain sounds that reached me
from beyond a gray mig or from skies of hissng rains, asif somewhere the tenuous forms of spirits were
thrashing in a dark and forsaken
world. Q



WEIRD TALESTALKSWITH

THOMASLIGOTTI
by Darrell Schweitzer

Waeird Tales: Tom, your career has followed quite a different trgjectory from that of most writers.
You have achieved consgderable prominence with-out the traditiond reliance on novels, or even
publication in many maor outlets. You seem to be one of the very few writers to become genuindy
famous through the amdl press. Then you jump from specid Ligoatti issues of Crypt of Cthulhu and
Dagon to having your collection, Songs of a Dead Dreamer, published by a mainstream house, Car-roll
& Graf. I'm impressed, and so, | am sure, are quite alot of other people. What's your secret?

Thomas Ligotti: |1 don't see my dtuation as unprecedented by any means, especidly when you
congder the case of someone like T.E.D. Klein, who became a mgor "presence” in weird fiction-land
after the publication of only a few stories. Or Ramsey Campbell, who could have dropped dead after
pub-lishing Demons By Daylight and dill loomed large in the post-Lovecraft era of supernatura horror
writing.

Maybe my perspective isa bit insular, but | find it difficult to imagine mysdf as gpproaching the stature
of early Klein or Campbell, and in any case psychologicaly unprofitable to do so. Neverthdless, | do fed
fortunate in gaining the attention of some hard-core fanatics of horror tales, from Harry 0. Morris, who
illusrated and published the origind, limited-run, Slver Scarab Press edition of Songs of a Dead
Dreamer, to editors and writers like Douglas Winter, Robert Price, Ramsey Campbel, Stefan
Dziemianowicz, Mi-chad Ashley, and some guy named Dar-rell Schweltzer.

WT: Then where do you fit into the context of weird literature, or literature in generd, both as a writer
and as areader?

Ligotti: For my part, | suppose that | managed to find a certain audience in readers who ill take
serioudy, as | do, writers like Poe and Lovecraft aswel as a great many other writers whose works are
related to the supernaturd genre without being drictly demarcated by its conventions. This latter group
formsagdley of eccentric, for the mogt part grim-minded and occasiondly de-mented figures in world
literature, from Aloysius Bertrand to the late 19th cen-tury decadents to early 20th century writers like
Georg Trakl and Bruno Schulz and more recent masters of the post-modern nightmare, induding
Sam-ud Beckett, Dino Buzzati, and Jorge Luis Borges.

In generd, my reading tends toward authors of a morbid, negative type. These are redly the ones who
have perpetuated the tradition of horror in literature, because their works reved the outrageoudy strange
and terrible as integrd to existence, a fascinding tur-bulence never to be queled, and not smply a
momentary or isolated aberration succeeded by recondliaion with the world, or even its affirmation.
Lady I've been reading the mdancholy apho-risms of Logan Pearsdl Smith and the novels, which are
more properly de-scribed as multi-hundred page monologues, of Thomas Bernhard.

WT: What got you started writing and when?

Ligotti: | started writing— outside of school assgnments, thet is — about my third year of college. |
found the required writing that 1 was doing to be very simulaing: it made me high, or at least distracted
me from my chronic anxiety, and | wanted to do more of it. This was very like the experience | had with
reeding — | had read only a few books before college — only more in-tense. | was very much aware
that for me both reading and writing were prac-ticed as a form of escgpism, but in a paradoxicad way
gnce | usudly escaped into a sort of imaginary hdl. Perhaps you might cdl this a confrontational



ecapiam.

WT: For dl your success, you cant possbly be earning a living from short stories and a sngle
collection, no matter how prestigioudy it may be published. So, what dse do you do?

Ligotti: I've earned my living for the past fourteen years doing editoria work for a reference book
company in Detroit caled Gae Research. | work inthe literary criticiam divison of the com-pany, which
produces severd series of books that reprint selected commentary on authors from antiquity to the
present day. Many, if not most of the entries we compile represent the firgt, and proba-bly only, time that
anyone has gathered EnglishHlanguage criticiam on that au-thor. Where ese can you find an assem-blage
of critica writings on the works of Hans Hanz Ewers, not to mention a picture of the scarred mug of
horror literature's favorite Nazi gpologist?

WT: Let'stak about the influence of Lovecraft on your work. It's virtudly impossible to come into this
fidd with-out fdling under the shadow of H.P.L. at some point, and | should think it would be completely
impossble to do so in the pages of Nyctalops, which is where many readers first encountered you. Yet
your stories only resemble Lovecraft's in the most tenuous manner, in that you too seem to depict a bleak
and uncertan universe in which human assumptions don't goply very fa. But the more overt
Lovecraftisms, from the adjectives to the tentacular Things From Beyond, are conspicuoudy absent.

Ligotti: | think your characterization of Lovecraft's literary universe as "bleek and uncertain” is
accurate enough, especidly with respect to works like "The Music of Erich Zann" and "The Colour Out
of Space." The more science-fictiony stories like At the Moun-tains of Madness and "The Shadow Out
of Time' are arguably another matter, snce they outline metaphysica schemes that are not at dl
uncertain, perhaps even too amplisic and comprehensible, and certainly depict a universe that is no less
"grand” and no more blesk than those of mogt reigious and myth sys-tems. What is missng in Lovecraft
are the human relationships that serve as the focus and prime impetus of dmogt dl fiction, horror and
otherwise. While such relationships may serve as either a source of fear or a safety net, the bottom line is
thet they divert attention from the macrocosmic myderies which may be exdting or dreadful or both,
depend-ing on one's mood; but these cosmic myseries never offer the kind of hope and potentiad
consolaion that lurks behind the pages of practicaly dl hor-ror fiction Snce its beginnings in the gothic
nove. So, yes, | would agree that my stories could be caled Lovecraftian in having a fairly steady view
of the bleak and uncertain cosmos.

WT: You seem to differ from Lovecraft in your lack of saentific redism. Re-member how H.P.L.
used to say that a story should be put together with dl the care of a thorough-going hoax? Y ours seem to
be more like disurbing dreams. | don't see the redist-hoaxer in you. So, is this a partia rgection of the
Love-craftian method, or just a difference in senghilities?

Ligotti: Asfar as Lovecraft's fic-tiond method of "scentific rediam” is concerned, | can't believe that
Lovecraft ever looked back on any of his works and considered them to be successful redl-ism, though
a certain pointsin his career there were stories partly based on the Poe-ingtigated intention of pulling off
aliterary hoax, a strategy Poe him-sdf dmaost never employed in his horror tales.

Lovecraft dways veered off into a highly unredigtic, aswel as highly poetic syle. He was at his worst
when he tried to be "convindng' in the man-ner derived from the late 19th century redigt-naturdist
writers. And of course toward the end of hislife Lovecraft expressed in his letters quite a bit of confuson
concerning the mogt effective approach to weird fiction, feding that with few exceptions he had failed to
capturein literary form his most power-ful sensations and visons. It's no news that he aways feared that
his exposure to the stories in Weird Tales would pervert his ideds and methods as a horror writer, and
to an extent this fear seems to have been redlized.



WT: What do you think a good horror story should be? Should it raise shrieks, or is disquiet enough?

Ligotti: 1 can only attempt an answer by dtating my biases regarding what a horror story should not
be. This is very risky, because there are so many im-purities in any form of literature, and in fact the
essentid interest of literature itsdf may well depend on the impure concoction of the artistic use of
language and the human experience that for the most part motivates literary language. If literature as a
whole is largdy founded on impurity, how can any specidized form such as the horror tae aspire to
purity, epecidly when so many of the impurities are the re-sult of an often quite interesting
cross-pallination with other literary forms? It can't, of course; it can only fight the same losing bettle of
every other human endeavor. This battle, mogt of al, is againg the popular pull of the horror genre. As
Poe rightly declared, "Terror isnot of Germany” — or the United States — "but of the soul.” And while
that soul may be gralling down the streets of San Francisco or the Sdewalks of New York, it ultimetdy
pacesinisolaioninaredm dl its own, aredm that is as claustrophobic as a nightmare and as expansve
as ... wdl, you get the idea. No doubt any form of writing is popular within a certain circle, but if that
drceistoo wide it remains one-dimensond, lying flat on the earth rather than spinning into a sphere that
moves through stranger dimensions.

WT: | don't redly understand what you mean by the "impure concoction of the artistic use of language
and the human experience that mativates liter-ary language’ and forms the essentid interest of literature.
Do you mean that if somehow we were gble to write with absolute and utter darity and under-stand the
impulses and experiences that went into the writing just as absolutdy and clearly, there would be no
fruitful ambiguity left and therefore no further bagis for literature?

Ligotti: | probably over-expressed mysdf. Very smply, I'm refaring to the posshility that the
fascination of read-ing may derive neither from the subject portrayed nor from the language that portrays
it but from the relationship between the two — that is, a reation-ship in which literary language does not
communicate subject matter but rather processes it, a debased intercourse be-tween life and art, the
offgoring of which is a recombined creature born of experi-ence and expression. A unique little bastard.

WT: To put it another way then, what do you most admire about the stories you do admire?

Ligotti: Thetechnique of ddinesting a condition of pervasve strangeness and unease is the approach |
maost admire in horror fiction, and the one that supports the haunting memorableness of such tales as
Algernon Blackwood's "The Willows' and Lovecraft's "The Colour Out of Space." Like eectroshock
ther-apy, sudden or violent frights of the "pop-up” type may make a strong mo-mentary impression, but
ovedl the effect is to annihilate the emotion and the consciousness that are crucid for a redly profound
sense of horror, the purest possible sense of horror.

WT: You aso write horror fiction about horror fiction. Surely that is a delicate act to pull off. What
are the strengths and limitations of this ap-proach?

Ligotti: The nature of horror fiction is a subject like any other, though one that probably interests a
raivdy smdl faction of the horror-reading pub-lic. Then again, the one knowable trait shared by dl
readers of horror fiction is thet they read horror fiction, so why shouldn't they be interested? | imegine
that most readers, whatever their taste in fiction, end up reading the same basic gory told in the same
basic syle until the day they die.

WT: The pull of horror literature, as | see it, is not toward sdf-examingion of the form, but in the
direction of the Stephen King or Dean Koontz type of story, which is easlly understood and completdy
within the reader's frame of everyday reference, and very emotion-aly compdling. In other words, make
'em laugh, make 'em cry, rip their hearts out, but make sure you do it in Suburbia, U.SA. 1991. My
guessistha King has such wide apped not so much for his mongers as for his ahility to de-pict fathers



and sons (and husbands and wives) drawn together by criss. Common emotions, honestly and dearly
presented. That's the way to multi-millionaire superstardom.

Ligotti: Your andyss could be extended to best-sdlling fiction in genera. The works that enjoy the
most success in the marketplace are naturaly those that are the most accessible to the greatest number of
people. Hence, Beck-ett's big hit is Waiting for Godot, which is rdaively easy to get when contrasted
with just about any of his other works. Poe is most celebrated for his detective stories and holds an
honored place in that genre, but to contemporary readers of horror fiction he's practicaly invis-ble,
judging from the minimd attention his works receive in horrorzines and the infrequency with which his
name arisesin interviews with horror writers of today. Why should this be the case? Because his horror
stories, when placed beside his detective stories, are poetic and obscure. Most readers have little
patience or sympathy with such works. This is perfectly understandable. I'm very much this way when it
comes to movies. With few exceptions, | don't care for atisticdly ambitious, serious films and can only
tolerate action ex-travaganzas or adaptations of block-buster horror novels.

WT: How about something more about yoursdf ? Did you have an up-bringing which directed you
toward writing horror fiction?

Ligotti: Almog certainly, but it's difficult to say just how. For instance, when | was two years old |
was operated on for an internd rupture. Now, Bram Stoker aso underwent surgery as an infant and
theré's an article that asserts the effect of this early "surgical traumd' on his writings. I'm told that | was
quite dert and cheerful throughout this or-deal, induding the trusswearing after-math, but I've noticed in
the last couple of years that a disproportionate number of my tales festure doctors of one sort or another.
But who redly knows?

Another for-indance: | was a Catholic until | was eighteen years old, when | unloaded dl of the
doctrines, but dmost none of the fearful superdtition, of a gothicdly devout childhood and youth. This
uperdtitiousness was abetted in a andl way by an old woman who used to babyst me and my two
younger broth-ers. Her name was Mrs. Rinddi and she specidized in tdling rdigious caution-ary tales.
One of them particularly impressed me. It was about a poor woman who kept finding her laundry pulled
from the dothedine outside her house and trampled in the dirt. She thought the Devil was doing this deed
when actudly it was jugt the neighbor-hood kids. In her irrationd state of exasperation, she offered to
gve the Devil anything if he would dlow her a clean batch of clothes. Well, the Devil takes care of the
pranksters, dl right, and then demands the woman fulfill her part of the bargain by tuning over to him her
infant son, which she has no choice but to do. Y ears later the son, who is now a full-grown demon, pays
avigt to his mother to show her what she has done to him. There's something very captivating about this
arocioudy sense-lesstae. | was reminded of it recently in reading a collection of Eskimo folktaes. What
nightmeares those people dreamed up! Very nice

Probably the most important factor in my taking interest in writing fiction in generd was the emotiona
breakdown | dluded to earlier. This occurred in Au-gust 1970, fallowing intense use of drugs and booze,
though these intoxicants served only as a catdys for a fate that my high-strung and mood-swinging saf
would have encountered at some point. Before that time, | had no interest in reading or writing, though |
tested wdl in these subjects; afterward, they be-came the only ways | could adter my state of mind
without fear, a least without extreme fear, of loang my grip entirdy. My condition is caled
agora-phobia; it's part hereditary, and | con-tinue to experience its symptoms, in-duding panic attacks
and agenerd sense of unredlity.

WT: Did you ever have any other plans for your life, other than to be a writer?

Ligotti: No. Having an identity as a horror writer is about the closest thing I've come to diginctly
doing anything with my life When | was a kid | had a vague ambition to be a baseball player, then a



rock-and-roll musidan. | dill fool around with eectric guitar privately, but there's not much to be said for
my musca ability. Recreationdly, | dso atend the locd harness-race tracks regularly with my younger
brother, who introduced me to the manic-depressive pleasures of this pastime and who is the dedicatee
of my second collection of horror stories. You want to know terror? Try wating for the results of a
photo-finish between the horse you loaded up on and some other hayburner.

WT: What are you working on for the near future? While we're a it, do you have any thoughts on
where your future is as a horror writer?

Ligotti: It's hard to say. I'd like to write more than | have in the past few years, but I'm often too
distracted or lack the energy to do anything about it. Thisis probably just as well.

My new callection, forthcoming from Carroll & Graf in the United States and Robinson in England, is
cdled Grimscribe: His Lives and Works. All the stories incduded are told from the first-person
anonymous point of view and may be looked upon as chronicles of an epicure or victim of the weird.

WT: Thanks, Tom. Q



VISTORS

by Nina Kiriki Hoffman

"Kill yoursdlf. Go on. | know what I'm taking about. I'm you ten years down the road. Do it tonight,
Chrismas Eve, when everybody will pay attention. It may be your last chance for that. If you wait till
after the holidays, youll waste your death, just like you've been wasting your life”

She did look a lot like me. Gaunter, though, her har sringier, her clothes dirtier than | would ever
wear them, her nails ragged, with black dirt under them.

Kneding beside my oven, | suctioned turkey juice into my baster and squirted it over the roasting bird,
then lowered the duminum fail tent, did the pan back into the oven, and shut the door. The uprush of
heat had washed my face in the warm, heavenly smdl of turkey wel on its way to being done. | found
few moments finer than ones like this, when | could bask in the joy of preparing something ddlicious and
hedlthy for my family.

"I know what you're thinking," said the woman. She had a terrible intengty. The brackets around her
mouth, the furrows on her forehead carried an inlay of grime. | wanted to chase her out of my clean
kitchen. | rose, laying the baster in the drip-catcher on the stove top and wiping my hands on my apron.

"You think this is dl terific," she said in a tight, grating voice. "The house ful of baking smdls,
Chrigmeas carols on the tape player, the kids about to come in from the cold so you can feed them food
to grow on, the husband contented in the living room with his holiday TV, you in here doing for
everybody, know-ing you've bought and wrapped the perfect presents. Tonight you get to surf on the
anticipation and joy for awhile longer. By tomorrow night youll want to kill yoursdf, but itll be too late.
Nobody will notice or care once the celebration is over.”

She leaned closer. "Kill yoursdf. Do it now! Everybody will notice when the food doesn't get to the
table on time. For oncein your life, stop being invisble! For once in your life don't answer anybody ese's
needs.”

She amdled the way my mouth tasted thet time the dentist drilled for a root cand and opened up the
way to rot. Her eyes were my color of gray, but wide and blazing. "'If you don't do it now, youll wish and
wish you had. | know. | remember this moment. | remember ligening to me and thinking, 'What a filthy,
hideous thing she is. How'd she get into my house? What's she doing in my nice clean kitchen? Who is
she? What kind of joke isthis? " She looked a the cailing a moment, a frown puz-zling her brows. "Bt |
don't remember hearing me say that. Maybe there is some hope for change. Maybe youll lisen, and you
won't gtick around to turn into me!”

| moved so that the kitchen table stood between us. "Why would | turn into you?"

"Because everything goes down the drain after tonight — well, in about an hour, actudly. That's when
Brad does something and for the firg time you see it. For the first time you let yourself know what's been
heppening out here in redity while you were living in the dream in your head, and once you dtart
noticing..." She turned away and | saw the little moon-shaped scar near her eye that | had gotten when |
fdl off my bike and landed hard on some gravel. It was the third time | had seen that scar on someone
dse

"Weking up from the dream hurts" she said. "It means the end of every-thing good." She leaned on the
table. | winced. Her hands looked so filthy agangt my honey-colored cuting board. "Do you
understand? Y ou've been living in a trance, April, and you're going to wake up in Hel."



"My namesnot April,” | said.

She blinked ragpidly, her mouth half-open, soft looking. The tip of her tongue emerged to touch her
upper lip. After amoment, she said, "Are you saying you're not me?"

Jug then Jordan, my nine-year-old, came in through the swinging door. "Mom, can | have a cookie?
Just one? It's dill haf an hour to dinner.”

| smiled at him and got down the canigter of Christmas cookies the chil-dren and | had baked over the
past three days snce school let out. | let Jordan choose, even though | knew which one held go for, one
of the sugar cookies half-dipped in chocolate and then kissed with nuts.

"Hey," sad the gpparition, "l never let them eat sweets before dinner, and who isthat, anyway?'

| looked at her, and remembered Mom saying that over and over: | never let you eat sweets before
dinner. It1l spoil your appetite. It was one of the many paren-ta truths 1'd jettisoned on my journey to my
present sf.

"Thanks, Mom," said Jordan. | leaned down and he kissed me, then ran off.
"Jordan, my oldest,” | told April.

"My oldest'snameis Sarg," shesaid.

"After Sara Crewein A Little Prin-cess, " | said.

"Yes" shewhispered.

"But, of course, | didn't marry Brad. Do you remember Harry Fantino?!

"Harry?' she whispered. She blinked. "Vagudy. | — didn't make it to the last high school reunion. |
don't remember what he's doing now."

"He's a psychologidt. | only let him practice on me and the kids if it's hepful. What does Brad do
now?'

"He—" she said, and took a step back. "He ..." She shook her head. "'l don't want to he to mysdif, but
you're not me, are you? What's your name?"

"Wadl," | said, "itis April. April Diana. Like yours, | suppose. In eighth grade | made everybody switch
over to cdling me Diana, and they've been doing it ever snce™”

"l dways hated the name April," she said. She crossed her arms, tucking her hands into her armpits.
Her hands hadnt left any marks on the table. "You're not like I was when this hap-pened to me. |
couldn't even speak to her, that person who was me ten years down the Une. Not a firs. She kept
ydling a me and ydling a me. | smiled, | just smiled, findly, and thought maybe I'd been having too
much medicina eggnog, and she went away. An hour later..."

"l know," | said.

"I found Brad and Sara ... | keep trying to drown that picture, but it won't go away. | thought if | could
just convince you to kill yoursdf before you ever found out about it, this wouldn't happen to me. | don't
know how | got here. It's Chrigmas Eve again. Ten years from now. | was staring down into an dmost
empty bottle, and | suddenly remembered that the me | am went back and taked to the me | was. But
this—"



| started chopping the salad vegeta-bles. "Do you remember what hap-pened the Chrismas Eve right
after you turned fourteen?"

She twisted a rope of hair. It was s0 dlly it retained the press of previous twidting. "I.. " she sad. "l —
| think that was the firg time Brad and | went out. It was al snow and bright cold sun that afternoon.
Brad had stolen his mother's turkey platter, and we sat on it and did down Maypole Hill, and we dways
fdl off at the bottom, and got dl tangled up and hot. It wasn't a very big tray." Her pae cheeks flushed,
the red an echo of ancient joy.

"I never did that," | said. "A woman came to me. In my bedroom, when | was getting dressed to go
out. She looked worse than you do, even though she was younger, and she scared me. She sad before |
went out anywhere with Brad | should weatch his sster going home. She made me promise. So | had
Mamatdl Brad | had a fever and couldn't go diding with him, and | stayed away from him dl vacation,
and then when we went back to school in January, | watched his Sster going home. | didn't even know
whet it meant. | just knew she was dways scared and miserable. So | thought it must mean something
bad. Brad kept leaving me these notes — "April showers me with love — and | just got to hating it so
much, that's when | changed my name."

"No," she sad, "thefird time | saw me was your now — the Chrigmas Eve | was thirty. Not till then. |
remember those notes. | kept them pressed between the pages of my favorite book of fary tdes” She
paused, seemed to hear her own words. She closed her eyes. A tear oozed from one and ran down her
cheek.

"The Green Fairy Book" | sad. "Ed-ited by Andrew Lang."

"How did you know!" she cried, peer-ing a me with misted eyes. She shook her head. "Of course,
you do know."

"I put flowersin mine. The firs flowers — that was later—when | dated Tom in high school, and then
my corsage from the senior prom, only it didn't flaiten very wdl. Curt gave me that. | didn't redly notice
Harry until college” | amiled, thinking about that: how | bumped into Harry, and both our arm-loads of
books cascaded to the sdewalk, and in the process of collecting ourselves he picked up some of my
loose papers and | picked up some of his, which gave us a decent reason to get back in touch later. |
have never known if he did that deliberately. | would have done it on purpose, if | had thought of it.

"| saw somebody like us one other time" | said, "and that was & one of the college Chrismases.”
"Did you get out of college with a degree?

"Yes" | sad, "higtory."

"I was mgoring in political sci-ence," she muttered, "a least until Sara started showing.”

"| started out in poly sci too, but this me came dong — only it was kind of an degant me, a regd me,
older than both of us. She had beautiful white hair, and she looked peaceful and happy. She told me poly
st would never do me any good. She didn't tdl me what to switch to or anything, she just sad there
were better ways to spend my time"

She sghed and said, "So you're not going to be me"

"I wanted to turninto her," | said, "but | don't think I'll do that ether.” | stopped dicing green peppers
and glanced at the gold ring on my left hand. She hadn't been wearing a wedding band.

"I'mglad,” sad April. She looked away. Her shoulders hunched. She hugged hersdlf, but more like a



person who was cold than a person who cared for hersdlf.

| tossed the sdlad, then covered it with Handi-Wrap and put it in the refrigeractor. "Stay,” | said, after
amoment's lence. If ever there was awayfaring stranger... .

"Thanks. No thanks. | got to be getting back. Sara might cdl. She's twenty-two now, you know, and
she got some hep somewhere ... she won't talk to me at dl if | get too bombed, but | fed sober right
now. | better go."

| looked at her and fdt the tight trapped twising indde you get when you want to hep someone and
theré's nathing you can do. My throat closed and my eyes fdt hot.

"It's been an education,” she said, and gave me awavery little smile.

Harry breezed in. "Is it caving time yet, Di?' he said. "Sure andls like it. | can't wait to taste that
turkey." He was grinning and he looked as gorgeous as anything | had ever seen.

April waved to me and faded away.

After everybody had eaten as much as they could hold, and we were dl dtting around waiting for our
digestion to work so we could proceed to dessert, | went into the kitchen and sat on the chair by the
little telephone table, and thought of dl the things | liked about my life.

And then, for the firg time, maybe the last, | went vigting. | didn't know what | would tel me when |
got there, but | trusted that the right words would come Q



WITCH OF THEMOON

Witch of the moon, of the silver feather, Witch of the watery mists of light, Once, two free spirits, we
played together Asinnocent children of the night.

Y our steps were quick where the starlight sprinkled
Over the cusp of my garden wall,

While in your hair the moon dust twinkled

As | waited, breathless, for your call.

But the nights of magic soon lost their splendor, My days were like pressed and folded |eaves, My years
were woven of drear surrender And birds of sorrow croaked in the eaves.

Free of ambition's relentless driving, Released from my weary bed of pain, | have cast off the flesh and
its endless striving, Its constant struggle for empty gain.

Witch of the moon, now that human striding Has marked the crystalline surface there, Have you fled to
the dark side, no more to be riding The crested currents of earthly air?

| wait by the cusp of my garden wall To bathe in the swirl of your hair again. Where are you hiding,
mistress of nightfall, Queen of the forest, witch of the fen?

— Stanley M cNail



REVENANT
by Keith Taylor

illustrated by Janet Aulisio
"A ghogt, my lord?"

Vivayn didn't laugh doud, for she was courteous by nature. She even smoothed the skeptica tone
from her voice as she consdered the old man who was her hogt, and thus deserved her respect. Latius
Faarius was distressed. Even if his trouble had no bass but empty superdtition, perhaps she could
remove it for him.

She thought wryly that this explained why Lartius had been willing to take a woman with her reputation
for wicked sorcery into his house. He needed hdp of a kind the local bishop might not ap-prove. Waell, it
did not matter; he had been kind to her, and now that she knew his matives, Vivayn fdt relieved that they
were not worse. Neetly finishing the fig she had been edting, she waited for him to tdl her more.

"l assure you, it'strue” Moving to the edge of the terrace, Lartius leaned on the low marble wall in the
shade of the fig tree which grew there, its roots forcing the stones in that corner of the terrace to tilt
crookedly. Some of the fruit had falen, over-ripe, and lay ne-glected with flies buzzing around it. The
vida of gardens, fidds, and vineyards beyond the terrace gave sad evidence of a dmilar decayed
condition. In view of that, Lartiuss attempt to keep up his dignity by wearing the dady toga — a
garment long out of date anyhow — was a little pathetic in a redm where avili-zation had been so
thoroughly taken over by barbarians. Time had passed Lartius Faaius by, and he was uwill-ing to
admit it. The poor felow was probably haunted by ghosts in more than one sense.

"It's trug" he repeated, turning to face her, the afternoon sunlight out-lining his white hair with a soft
golden light disconcertingly like the aureole of a saint. "Do you think | would pay attention to a babbling
kitchen girl, or a porter drunk on stolen wine? My wife saw this ... gpparition ... with her own eyes, after
others had told her about it. My steward, a trustworthy man, has seen it too."

After others had told them the story, Vivayn thought. Adept hersdf at creat-ing magicd illusons, she
knew how little suggestion was sometimes needed to make an entire group of people see visons. A
ghost? It sounded puerile. And yet perhaps she should not be too sure.

"Such witnesses carry weight,” she agreed diplomaticaly. "And you, my lord? Have you seen this spirit
wak-ing?'

"No!" Lartius moved abruptly away from thewal. As his head passed into shadow, the hao-like effect
of the sun on his har disappeared, and he looked only like himsdf; a careworn mortd man, a little
pretentious, but well-meaning. "No, | have not, though | spent more than one deepless night waking the
house and its environs, watching for any sgn. My wife swears the ghost is Sdvina, our daughter who
disappeared! Do you think | would not have kept any number of vigils after hearing that? | cdled in the
priest, | consulted the bishop, and perhaps to my shame, | talked with a magician whose reputa-tion is
powerful. . . but | soon found he was interested in nathing but money, and ordered him to leave. None of
them was able to help.”

"Then you must know better than to place high hopes in me, my lord," Vivayn said gently. "I may fall
too. | have never encountered a ghost before, or even attempted to raise the dead, no matter what you
may have heard about me . . . and I've no doubt it was ddi-cioudy gppdling. Betrayd, paricide, evil
rituds at the dark of the moon, and dl by thetime | was twenty, no less”” She smiled ironicdly.






"Rumour,” Lartius said with con-tempt. "My lady, | know what thet is worth. Do not even let it enter
your mind, | beg you."

Lartius was sncere, hut Vivayn's ref-utation appeared to be wel embedded in the minds of his wife
and son. Once alegend began, good or bad, it fed on itsdf and continued to grow.

The smple truth was that Vivayn's father had been a king, with the bad luck to rule a relm on the
southern coast of Britain, vulnerable to the raids of those barbarian seaswolves Rome's dedline had
unleashed. In the end they had attacked in force, dan her father and taken the kingdom; not an
uncom-mon thing, and one which had happened in other places on a larger scale. Vivayn, a fifteen, with
no choice in the matter, had been married to the son of the invading Jutish chieftain ... and in time she had
left him to seek refugein Gaul, far inland where her affronted husband was not likdly to find her.

However, the legend which had formed about her name said that she had betrayed her father to his
death for the love of a heathen sea-rover, ruling at his side for years by the power of her sorcery until she
hed wearied of him and betrayed him as wdl. That, coloured and embroidered with extravagant richness
of detail, was what Lartiuss wife be-lieved. She didn't like Vivayn or want her in the house; so much so
that Vivayn had wondered from the beginning why Lartius had been prepared to cause domestic drife by
having her as hisguest at dl. Now it was becoming clear.

"l suppose, on this estate of eterndly wagging tongues, you have heard about Saving" Latius said
heavily.

"Only that she disappeared without a trace, hdf a year snce. That no Sgn of her has been found to this
day. | am sorry, my lord."

"No sgn until this last month!" Tor-ment looked out of Lartiuss eyes. "Not knowing what became of
her has been the worst. Now, if her ghost has indeed returned, then of course she mugt be dead. But
how did it happen? We are not lucky in our children,” he said bleskly. "Our daughter dead in her virgind
youth, our younger son seeking his fortune in unknown parts, the elder . . . no matter. Can you help us?'

Vivayn had long tended to discount stories of ghosts and hauntings. All that she heard of their
behaviour had seemed pointless to her, and the sources of information didn't ingpire confidence, ether.
One possible explanation came to her mind at once.

"My lord, you hired a magician when the bishop himsdf could do nothing, and then you dismissed the
man. Can you tdl me his name, and where I might find him now?"

"Corndius?' The landowner frowned, taken aback. "Why, he would be no hdp. He was a fraud,
interested only in the gifts he could obtain from me before | learned his true character, which didn't take

long."

"I don't doubt it." Vivayn knew that sort of charlatan. They abounded at every far. "Yetif this man has
ay powers a dl . . . if he can create illusons, as an example ... it might even be he who is behind the
haunting. It's possible that he sent a vison of your daughter to walk these grounds, hoping to profit by
preying on your grief, and when you dismissed him, Corndius might have gone on with the deception out
of resentment.”

Lartiuslooked at his guest with acertain wonder. Vivayn's beauty had caused mento fal sllentin her
presence since she had grown into awoman. Hair the colour of red bronze tumbled about an oval face
with an exquisite precison of bone structure, and her large grey eyes were disconcertingly clear and
direct. Y et she could hide her true thoughts and feglings with practiced skill when shewished. Vivayn
gavetheimpression of inner reserve, of keeping her own ultimate secrets.



Her suggestion disturbed him. "Cor-ndlius? If thisisredly hisdoing, | will see him buried divel And it's
the sort of thing he would do. Mdediction! | hoped that 1 could now be sure whether Sdvinaiis living or
dead .."

"And perhaps we can, my lord,” Vivayn told him. "Where is Corndius now?'

"He returned to the city, | beieve”" Lartius looked angrily across the fertile plain to the great town of
Dijon, with its strong walls and thirty-three guardian towers. "He's probably guiling other victims there
even as we tak."

Vivayn's dark-red lips curved upward in an anticipatory smile which was not especidly gentle. "Send a
messenger to him with the suggestion that you have grown desperate, my lord. In the mean-time, we will
keep watch together for this phantom which has come to trouble your life. Give me complete privacy until
this evening to prepare ... and deep for afew hours yoursdf if you can, as it's possible that you will need
to be wel rested.”

"That messenger will ride within the hour,” Lartius promised grimly, "with orders not to return until he
has Corne-lius with him."

"And thet is pleasant to hear, my lord,” Vivayn purred. "I look forward to medting the man."

With a light, swaying walk she de-parted to the chamber Lartius had given her. It was sdubrious
enough, with its wals of green and ydlow stucco, a tiled floor generations old, and a moulded frieze of
fauns and bacchantes capering near the celing. Vivayn had dept in much cruder quarters as the wife of
the barbarian princding, Cynric, dthough she could not complain of histaents as alover . . . not with any
judice. . .

No. Those days were past. Vivayn had put them behind her by her own free choice and action; even if
she wished it, they could never return. And reminisc-ing formed no part of the task before her.

Vivayn removed her clothes, spread-ing them swiftly on the bed, garment by garment. Had any been
there to witness the gght, they would have seen that her white skin was fine as a child's, while her
long-limbed body was decidedly that of a woman, and they would have envied her former husband

Cynric.

But none did see. Only two daves, passng in the corridor outside, heard her voice lifted in a contrato
song which summoned in no language they knew, and shivered as they walked on quickly, filled with
imaginative new gossip about their master's guest.

Vivayn moved in a free, graceful dance as she sang. With every step she tempted danger, for she soun
poised between her own world and any of severa Others, with the barriers be-tween them stretched as
thin as the skin of a bubble by her sorcery. Haf-seen patterns like the endlesdy intertwining spirds of
Cdtic embroidery trailed be-hind her as she moved. Dancing among daggers would have been safe by
com-parison; yet she amiled as she sprang lightly high. This gave her joy, and there was no other way to
draw to hersdf the being whose hep she required. An ar spirit, he could not be compelled by the
prescribed ritud or bribed with the fumes of sacrifice. But he might be won with a song.

Zephyrs from a foreign land suddenly caressed her skin, bringing with them the scents of spice and
warm green sees.

A creature resembling awhite bird strutted on her floor, spreading wings and a tail like exquisite lace.
Although the display delighted Vivayn's heart with its beauity, there was something impudent and trifling in
theftilt of that crested head, and in the mations of those clawed feet as the Sprite joined her dance.



That was the disadvantage in dedling with ar dementds; they could not be made dependable. 1t was
like wishing that water could be dry. But at least it was possible to please them with music or perfume.
The powers of earth were known to demand ceremonies of blood and lust which did not apped to
Vivayn.

Dewed with fine perspiration and quivering in every limb, Vivayn hdd out her aam to her vigtor. It
perched on her wrigt, yet she fdt no sensation of weight whatever. When she had regained entire control
of her breath, she sad in aliling voice, "Welcome, wanderer. What things have you seen since last we
met?'

The bird recounted wonders, and Vivayn did not have to pretend to ligen. Without leaving her
chamber, she trav-elled around the world, while outside the shadows lengthened as the after-noon turned
towards dusk. But Vivayn had dlowed for lengthy speech with the sprite, knowing its prolixity.

"Now there is a wonder in this place that is exercisng me," she said a lagt, taking control with firm
courtesy. "A ghogt haunts it of late; the shade of its master's daughter, so | am told. I'd know if this is
true. It could be that some illuson or imp parades in her sem-blance, to disturb the family's peace of
mind. Y ou have the wisdom," she flat-tered. "Reman here for atime and help me discover the truth, and
| will read you the words of Sappho.”

"King David as wel?' the sprite de-manded. It had smdl use for anything human save the words of
poOets.

"And the Isradlite king," Vivayn agreed.
The bird displayed its glorious plum-age in satisfaction. "Then | will aid you once more.”

Vivayn waited tensdly in the summer night, beneath a sycamore tree. The courtyard of Lartiuss house
lay before her, filled with a glamour of light from the gibbous moon, restored by the kind-ness of that wan
radiance to the appear-ance it mus have had in the days when this estate had been prosperous. Above
her lifted the wall of the terrace where she had spoken with the landowner that very morming. He was
there now, wait-ing in the company of his wife and elder son . . . waiting to see his daughter's spectre
walk the house where she had lived her short span.

It was easy to imagine what he must have in his heart.

The son, Paul, was a different matter. He had been like a boulder in his impenetrable conviction that
there was no ghogt, that it was dl a mad fancy which pervaded the house.

"Hrgt Corndius, now you," he had said to her contemptuoudy. "How deter-mined are you to spin out
your stay here at our expense? My sster is dead, and the dead don't return!”

"Not often, | agree,” Vivayn had answered. "But have you no desire to know what is hgppening, if it is
not asit appears? Your lady mother saw this Sght hersdf; we cannot doubt her.”

His lady mother had twisted her mouth as though she tasted something bad. "l saw it, indeed,”
Dominicasaid, "and it might drive me mad to behold it again! No. Let wel enough done” But she had let
hersdf be persuaded to accompany them, dl the while com-plaining queruloudy, and reversang her
postion with sdf-sacrificing airs each time it began to look as though her exasperated husband might
order her to say in her room &fter dl. "Very wdl, my lord, if you are determined . . . perhaps my prayers
will help to keep you safe”

She made Vivayn sick. Yet it was Paul who redly troubled her. The son re-jected so absolutey any



hint, of the notion that SAvinas ghost could be haunting them. He gave the impression of not being able
to endure that concept. Maybe it was understandable; he was soon to marry an heiress from the nearby
city, and his attention should be concentrated on the things of life, not death. Still, if his own sster's spirit
roamed the earth, unquiet, he should at least want to know the reason. His imminent marriage did not fill
his mind completely, if Vivayn judged by the advances he had made to her dnce she arived on the
edtatel

In itsdlf that was nothing, to a woman who had lived in the hdlls of Jutish sea-wolves. Paul might be
large, power-ful, an impetuous brute who believed dl women were there for the taking, but none of that
was in ay way new or adonishing. Vivayn had even thought of bedding him. He was roughly
hand-some, undoubtedly virile; she missed her lusty nights with Cynric.

But Paul... no. Something about him repelled her too greetly, with a revulson of the spirit, not the
senses. In the cool darkness benesth the tree, with crickets trilling and a horse moving restively in the
nearby stables, Vivayn's tongue grew dry. She wished she was not aone.

Tuming her head, she looked out through the courtyard entrance towards a white road which twisted
among vine-yards and dlive groves. A light wind wandered through the leaves, rasng a susurration which
filled the night, and it seemed to blow from a redm of logt souls. The codlly rationd sde of Vivayn's
nature mocked that this was fancy; but her hard-won knowledge of hidden things warned her chillingly
that it was true.

Something cried, out there in the blowing dark. At the wordless torment of sorrow contained in that
sound, Vivayn's own heart contracted with pain. It was like the firg time she had looked at a crucifix,
and had ared intimation of what it must mean to suffer. It was like the freezing awareness of death that
awakens a child in the night. Again she heard it, that wail of unuitterable grief, drawn out past bear-ing . ..
and nearer now.

It wasn't repeated. But Vivayn watched the courtyard entrance with the lids of her grey eyes stretched
wide and unblinking, her skin moving as a an adder's touch. On the terrace above her there was only
rigid sillness.

The crickets were slent. Nothing moved now but the wind, and an indistinct shape, apaer shadow in
aworld filled with diding shadows, walking with a purpose. As it grew more distinct, Vivayn saw the
outline of a young woman's dender form . . . but only the outline. It was a blankness, a grey, empty
slhouette with streaming hair, wringing its hands together and sobbing with anguish that made Vivayn
yearn to block her ears againg the sound. It was the weeping of a torn soul for whom there was no
solacein the universe.

Vivayn might have reached out to her and spoken her name.

The shade trod dlently past her, crossing the courtyard, weeping. With a certainty beyond the
detached thought which had dways served her so well, Vivayn knew its intention. She did noth-ing to
stop it; Vivayn the sorceress had her own laws.

Hdting below the terrace, the ghost of Savina lifted its head, looking up with that eyeless gaze to
confront her family. They stared down, a stricken trio, gro-tesque in their petrified horror, Lartius and his
wife drawn together for mutud protection, shrinking back from the sght in the courtyard. Ther son by
contrast leaned forward, gripping the terrace wal, his head out-thrugt, staring in dreadful fascination,
forced now to bdieve the thing he had rejected in daylight. A thick, choking sound came from his throat,
as though he would have forced himsdf to speak but could not form the words.

It was Dominica who found her voice, in the event. Holding out her arms to the spectre, she cried



passionately, "Sdvinal What isit? What can we do?"

As though in reection of that pleading cdl, the shade vanished. The courtyard was empty. Vivayn
wasted no timein blinking about, or in futile, fatuous searches; she watched the three on the terrace with
intent, dispassionate eyes, even while her hands trembled.

Dominicaturned to her husband and broke down in a choking, moaning storm of tears which Vivayn
would not have expected of her. Paul sank out of sght below the terrace wal, his grip on the stones
easng as he dowly collapsed. The disgusting sounds he made led Vivayn to suppose that he had nerved
himsdf with wine for a least an hour before joining his parents in their vigl ... so for dl his loudly
professed disbe-lief, he had been afraid.

Vivayn left im there. He would be wholly usdless for some time. His par-ents had touched no wine dl
day, but when she saw therr faces by ydlow lamp-light in ther dining hdl, Vivayn was quick to
recommend it, and served it to them hersdf.

"That was Sdvina" her mother whis-pered, shuddering.

"Yes my lady. | bdieve it was"" Vivayn spoke gently. Little though she liked Dominica, she would
have had to be made of stone not to fed some compas-sion for her now. "So we mugt accept that she is
indeed dead; and once we know how she died, and where she now lies, we will be nearer to knowing
why she walks the night and what it is she wants of her living kindred."

"How can we learn that of her?' Lartius demanded in despair. "She would not even utter words, but
only... only . . . only cry like something forever lost. She might have been murdered by any passng
vagabond, or even by a peasant in one of my own villages. It was dl hdf a year ago! We searched the
countryside and found nothing! What are we likdy to discover now?"

"It's difficult, my lord — but | believe not hopeless.” Vivayn did not wish to say much more in case she
raised fase hopes. "There may be more that | can disclose tomorrow. For tonight, my ad-vice to you and
your lady isthat you finish this flagon, and perhaps another after it, and go to bed. There is redly nothing
else you can do but liein wakeful anguish.”

"You suggest that we lie drunken instead — like Paul?" Dominica spoke with bitter, righteous
contempt. She was aready more like her usud sdif, Vivayn saw with regret.

"Why not?" the sorceress asked rea-sonably. "There are occasond times when it helps gresily. |
would have nothing to say againgt Paul's turning to the cup, if he had only done it after ingtead of before.

But Vivayn touched no wine that night. Wakeful in her chamber, she reviewed dl that had happened,
each word that had been said, as wdl as the sgnificance of certain things which had not been uttered or

asked ... by any-body.

A litle before dawn, she dept, to awaken after about three hours, aroused by the awareness of
another presence beside her bed. For a frozen, startled moment she thought she beheld her own fetch.
The figure resembled her closdy in its nude denderness, save that it was whally sexless, and the ovd,
full-lipped face with its clear grey eyes had her features, though stylised to a bloodless idedl. Its har was
the hue of slvery ash. Sweeping feathery wings grew from the shouldersin place of ams.

After the firg stab of terror, Vivayn recognised her airy messenger, gping her form because initsfickle,
uncaring way, it had grown weary of the bird's. Vivayn cursed it inventively for entire minutes, which had
no effect but to amuse it.



"Wdl!" she said at last, combing bronze-coloured locks back from her forehead with her fingers "If
you would ever enjoy the words of the Jewish king, tdl me quickly; did you follow the revenant?"

"Truly | did," the sprite boasted. "She moved on the wings of the wind, but | am the wings of the wind.
Shefaled to distance me, O Natanleod's daughter.”

"And where does her restless spirit take its refuge when sheis not waking the night?'

"Not two miles hence, within a copse of linden trees, where her bones he in the earth," the Sprite
replied.

Vivayn wasted no passion in gritting her teeth over the cadlousness. A being of ar had neither blood
nor heart, only wit, and had to be accepted for what it was.

"This very morning you will lead me there, and her kindred with me" she directed. "It's . . . convenient
... that shelies 0 close, though | did not expect it to be far."

They Ieft later than Vivayn had in-tended. She had forgotten her expressed wish to meet the fraudulent
wizard, Corndius. The man who had been sent to fetch him returned from the dity in the same hour
Vivayn awakened, with Corndlius himsdf dung inignominious terror across his horse's neck.

"And the other end o' the nag 'ud be more fitting for him," the rider growled. A straight-backed rascd
of sxty, he had couched a lance in the cavary ranks of Soissons when he was Vivayn's age. Soissons
hed vanished now, one of many lost and overthrown kingdoms surviv-ing chiefly in the memories of aged
men, but this one had not forgotten what he learned there. When Corndius had proved umwilling to
answer Lartiuss summons, the old soldier had dragged him bodily from his house and ridden through the
night with him, never paus-ing until he reached the villa

"Thank you, my friend,” Vivayn said gravdy. "I'm in your debt for bringing my . . . colleegue here so
expeditioudy. Thereisadirrup cup of cool wine awaiting you in the kitchen.”

"Il haveit in the stable, if it's dl the same to you, lady,” the old soldier an-swered. "As for the wizard
here. . . you're welcome to him."

"Youll rue this trestment!" Cornelius screamed at him. "I'll have reparations of your master, huge sumd
Asfor you, felow . . . itsafool who dares my cursal”

"If you please, colleague,” Vivayn said sweetly, "when there is tak of curang to be done, leave it to
r],E.ll

He turned to stare bdefully a her from red-rimmed, shifty eyes set above sunken cheeks. Dugt
whitened his strag-gling beard and dishevelled robe, while the woman confronting him with an enigmatic
half-amile looked like the princess she was.

"My nameisVivayn."

Corndlius gaped a her. "Vivayn? The British sorceress? She who cdled in the waves of the sea to
drown her father's kingdom?'

That was a story about hersdf which even Vivayn had not heard before. Clearly there was no stopping
rumour, and her legend continued to grow. Well, if Corndlius was impressed by such rubbish, it might
even prove useful, she thought; but then, visbly, behind the narrowed, red-rimmed eyes, his mind began
to work in its accustomed ways.



He shook his head. "No. You are not she. Vivayn would never be here. You made a nice thing for
yoursdf with Lartius Faarius, didn't you, by usng her name?'

"The name is my own." Her eyes had grown cold and the amile departed from her mouth. "You,
Master Corndlius, are a greedy fraud, as we both know; but perhaps you have a least the magician's
sght which every apprentice bard in Britain possesses. Y es? Then look be-hind you.”

Sowly, Corndlius turned his narrow head. A gugt of wind blew into the sunny courtyard, buffeting him.
Before hiswatering eyes it took the form of a ghodtly, rootless tree, a snowy eagle with outspread wings,
and findly an ethereal warrior holding a dim-headed spear.

"If I command it," Vivayn said, "he will blow the soul from your body and whirl it nine times around
the world."

Corndlius knew too wdl that it was possible. With a shudder, he kndlt before the sorceress, his knees
cracking as they bent. "Lady, have pity What do you want from me?'

"That you wash and take some re-freshment, before anything else. | do not need the magician's Sght to
discern that you have had along hard ride”

Vivayn would not have denied that much congderation to a dog. Besides, when she faced Corndlius
later over alow stone table in a cool dcove of the villa, his nearness was more pleasant for her now that
he no longer reeked with the sweet and dirt of trave. His manner was another thing. He had become
obsequious, but below that fase surface it was easy to sense cdculation and fuming resentment.
Vivayn observed him thoughtfully for a moment before she spoke.

"Magter Cornelius, | did not think wel of you from the things | was firg told. Il admit that when |
asked for you to be brought here, it was in my mind that the haunting of this villa might be your work.
Wait, do not puff out with injured dignity! Since then | have seen the ghost of Savina waking, and |
know that it isred, not a conjurer'silluson. Y ou were migudged.”

"Then why am | here?' Corndius asked resentfully. "Why was | dragged from my house like a dave
and done further wrong?"

"Sending aformer soldier asamessenger wasamistake," Vivayn admitted diplomaticaly. "The
methods he used are dl he understands ... but you know him. Indeed, you must know thiswhole
household better than 1." She placed aglittering gold coin on the table between them. "Why has Salvina
returned? That remainsamystery. Tell meal that you know of her, Master Cornelius, al that you learned
and surmised or even gos-sped whileyou lived in thisvilla, and | will increase thisone coin to three.”

Corndlius talked, guardedly at firgt but then ever more fredy, his rheumy gaze forever dhifting back to
the money. Vivayn spent an enlightening hour with him before sending him to rest in a chamber,
unobtrusvely watched by the old soldier. Then she attended her host, who waited for her with ebbing
patience in the arium.

"My lord, we can leave now," she said.

They departed from the villa gates in a amdl cavalcade led by Lartius Faar-ius, who sat his brown
gdding with the gtiffness of an awkward horseman. Paul rode beside him, younger and more skilled, with
a set, gloomy face, and their household priest trotted behind them on amule.

Dominica and Vivayn travelled in litters that had known better days. The mistress of the estate had not
spoken a word, but her face was like a brittle mask which threatened a any indant to crack from the



pain behind it. Two labourers trudged at the rear with dig-ging tools in their hands, while above them the
ar sprite flew, its wings break-ing the hot morning sunlight into flashes of rainbow colour; but only Vivayn
with her sorceress's vison could see that.

Outwardly cam, practisng the reemote, detached confidence she had long since learned to display,
Vivayn yet dreaded what was to come. White dust raised by hooves and humen feet drifted around her
infine, choking particles as they passed through fidds of haf-grown grain, and the copse of linden trees
which was ther dedtination grew close. With her somach twiding, Vivayn wished the journey was
longer, but it had been inexorably short, and now they were entering the green-gold shadows of the trees.

Among the lindens, one trembling aspen grew, and beneeth its ddicatdy quivering leaves she saw the
ar gorite flaunting in its favourite shape of a fantasticaly plumed white bird. 1t minced back and forth on
the grassin one particular place while Vivayn watched with morbid fascination, nerv-ing hersaf to speak.

Moving forward to stand at Lartiuss dirrup, she said, "My lord, | am con-vinced that your daughter
lies here”

"Then let's discover,” Lartius sad harshly, cutting off further words. "If it's true, the sooner she lies a
rest in consecrated ground, the better for dl."

It wouldn't be so smple, as Vivayn knew; but she stood aside with a certain craven rdief while the
labourers came forward to open the skin of the earth. They performed ther task with the reverence of
smple men, and the sod yielded to their spades so eesly that anybody could see it had been dug before,
in the not-too-distant past.

The slence thickened while the dig-gers dowly uncovered a pitiful shape wrapped in a mildewed cloak
with its origina colour Hill discernible here and there, between the folds. Everybody dse stared a the
grave; Vivayn watched faces and hands.

"Oh, Sdving" Lartius groaned. His wife turned, shuddering, to hide her face agang Paul's chest, and
the priest moved forward, ready to fuffill his office.

"Wait," Vivayn said imperatively.

"Wait?' Latius and the priest said it together. The latter went on to expostu-late. "This is an unquiet
Spirit which must be given rest! Lady, wating ..."

"I know." Vivayn's voice caried through the grove. "It is her spirit's peace that | am congdering;
nothing else. She was murdered, so much is clear to us dl, and many times she has come back from
death to her own family, walling for justice. Can she receive it if it is not even known who dew her, and

why?'

"Thisis not the time" Lartius began, while hiswife and son joined their voices to hisin loud agreemen.
Vivayn, who had expected this, nonetheless fdt her heart burn with outrage.

"My lord, itis" shetold him. "It isthe time. Y our daughter did not die at the hands of a Stranger; from
the beginning | never thought that very likdy. She was not active, never travelled without an escort,
possessed a father and two broth-ers, received ever the same guardian-ship and care as any girl of good
family. How then did she come to disappear entirdy done, with none even knowing a what time she |eft
your house? It can be done, yes" Vivayn, who had done it hersdlf, was in a pogtion to enlighten others.
"But sedom without colluson of some sort.”

Paul lifted his head, which until then had been bent over his mother's. "Not a stranger? What does that



mean?"'

"Mog probably, someonein thevilla™ Vivayn answered patiently. "I did not know who that might be.
However, it was very surprisng that not one of Salvinas own family would talk to me about her, even
when | had been asked to lay her ghost, except in tepid generd-ities. You dl avoided the subject in your
severd ways. You, my lord, became abstracted; you, my lady, gushed that she was a pious angd of a
daughter and continued unendingly in that vein, but told me nothing red; and Paul could bardy hide his
anger a the mere sound of his sster's name.”

"That's enough from you, witch!" Paul snarled. "You . . . you are spesking beside her open grave ..."

"I know it too well. Ligten a little more before you demand my slence, for there has been too much
dlence on this mat-ter, and that iswhy Savina haunts you al; why she may continue to walk, even from a
consecrated tomb, unless there is speech.”

"Continue" Lartius whispered, con-sternation and painin his face.

"I shdl, my lord. You never spoke of Sdvina, even among yoursalves, that | witnessed. Another was
mentioned even less your younger son, to such a degree that | never even heard his name from youl
Once, in passing, you said that he went seeking his fortune in foreign lands, and that was dl.

"So. Two of your children, one a arying ghogt, the other an exile, and neither one ever discussed. It
was very noticeable, and if you think your ser-vants are as tight-lipped upon these topics as you, you are
deceived.”

"That is your wisdom and sorcery, isit?' Dominica demanded, her eyes cruci-bles of hate. "To tattle in
the kitchen with daves! To dribble poison in ther presence, suggesting | do not know what, though |

suspect something very foul—"

"You do, my lady, indeed. You have suspected that for along time, until it corroded your soul with
disgust, brought you to loathe your lord for not caring enough to see what you had discerned . . . and dill
you sad nothing. | believe that Paul knew, too."

"Knew what?' Paul glared at her with tormented, haf-insane bravado. "Say what's in your foul witch's
mind, if you dare, but if it reflects on our honour you will pay. | promise you that.”

Vivayn said wearily, "Your sister and your younger brother were lovers. They had been so for long. |
would surmise that Sdvina told him she carried his child, and met himin this place after dark at his urging,
and that here he murdered her. How he could tarry on this estate among the rest of you, as he did, for
nearly a season afterwards, is more than I'm able to fathom. Why you and your mother never denounced
hmis more than | know ..."

"Because it isfase as the promises of Hal!" Paul roared. "You he, you hag! If you were not a woman
and my father's guest, | would strangle you now. And I'll forget that gladly if you stay in my sght any
longer!"

"Yes" The shattered dishdief of Lar-tiuss expresson hardened into totd rejection of what he had
heard Vivayn say. "You are right, my son. This ... this is beyond forgiving. Go. Go now! | will denounce
you to the church for sorcery tonight. If you are dill within reach you will suffer the punishment that crime
deserves™

"Whip her down the road!" Dominica screamed. "All of you! Lash her out of my sght!”

"And when | am gone," Vivayn cried inexorably above the hyserica storm, "the haunting will continue.



Isthat what you want? Look in the grave before you rant of trids and whips. Look! Surdy no man but
her murderer could have placed Sdvina there. Why did he have the hypocrisy or tenderness to wrap her
inthat long cloak for a shroud, if he was unknown to her? And do you know whose cloak it is?'

The priest had not joined in the family’s denunciations. Now, without a word, he reached into the
shdlow grave and pulled free one end of the rotting mantle. Holding it up, with its folds spread out in the
daylight for the firgt time in five dreadful months, he dis-played it in their aght. Formerly pea-cock blue,
faded to the colour of date, it gill showed the pattern of hunting dogs and deer embroidered on its
border.

"That was his," Lartius whispered. "Sdvina made it for hm hersdlf, and he ... helogt it ... a the time
ghe van-ished. Heaven and earth, it'strue”

"Dont damn yoursdf by pretending you never guessed!" Dominica spat. "The sorceress is right. You
never ut-tered his name again after he went away . . . any morethan | did. You knew from the beginning
and never wanted to see. Y ou blinded weskling!"

A weskling indeed, Vivayn thought, to let such things fester among his chil-dren. Yet she pitied him for
fathering such a brood of vipers . . . induding Paul, who she doubted was whally inno-cent. Like his
parents, he had formed dark inklings of the truth and yet done nothing. Why? Had he perhaps shared the
terrible guilt of his brother's incest with Salvina, or a least been jedlous? It wouldnt be astounding.
Vivayn had suspected him firg and most strongly of his sister's murder. At least that much was untrue,
and the real murderer absent from among them, unlikely ever to return.

Nor did she regret that he had es-caped judtice. With what he carried in his heart, he would surdly find
worse ways to destroy himsdf than any avenger could devise. As for Sdvina, maybe with the truth
exposed ...

Before Vivayn could complete that thought, the priest vented a squedl of wild terror as the murderer's
mantle blazed in his hands. Dropping it in-stantly, he lept back from the open grave, while sheets of
consuming white flame sprang up between him and the family he served. Shroud and body roared
together like the fire that de-stroyed Gomorrah, and a black pal of smoke ralled through the glade, as
foul as the conflagration was pure.

Thetruth indeed had power. But as she covered her nose and mouth, Vivayn faced the other truth that
she would receive amdl thanks for what she had done. Even Lartius would not want her, knowing what
she knew, in his house any longer, while his family would be fu-rious with hatred againg her. Vivayn's
welcome was outworn now, and this blinding, choking smoke seemed oppor-tune. . ..

SAvinds funerd pyre blazed like a white star. Coughing, weeping, her farther stared at it through the
smoke until the brilliant flames sank into her grave, fading from existence. The filthy smoke persisted
longer, but at lagt that too remained only in wisps curling up from the grave, with straight-edged beams of
aunlight danting through it.

Vivayn had departed. Although Lar-tius called her name, he did so hes-tantly, and fet a shameful but
profound rdlief when there was no answer. No-body dsetried to find her et dl.

Shaking his head, Lartius stood be-side the grave with hiswife and heir, feding old and very tired. The
miracu-lous fire had consumed everything ex-cept some ashes as fine as ancient dust. Even they would
soon be scattered on the wind, leaving no trace except in his heart.

The haunting was over. Q






SCENT OF SANDALWOOD
by William F. Wu

illustrated by George Barr

When he dept, he dreamed.

Thistime she was waking toward himin the night, her nude body pae and white againg the lush broad
leaves of untamed growth behind her. Freckles shaded her amiling face and the skin on her arams where
they had been exposed to the sun. A tangle of loose, curly orange hair fdl in a greet triangle to her
shoulders, set off by one white flower behind her ear.

She pushed aside a swaying branch of orange and purple birds of paradise and stopped, her toes
haf-buried in sand. A fant breeze wafted from behind her, bringing him the scent of sandalwood. Her
body was not dender, but full as theidand wasful of life dl around her, and she looked & him patiently
with blue eyes bardy visble in the moonlight.

Shewaswaiting.

The dream blackened and he jerked awake, blinking in the darkness of his hotd room. Dim light
entered the room from the diding glass door to the lana, probably from some exterior building lamp. The
purple and white curtain was fluttering and the rhythmic crash of Pacific waves againg the beach came to
him on the cool breeze.

Next to him, Vinawas degping soundly.

He did not want to go back to deep right away. With along, deep bresth, he threw off the covers and
sat up, swing-ing his legs over the sde of the bed in the same mation. He sat 4ill just long enough for his
head to clear dightly and then waked to the lana.

He was nude, but the room was dark and looked out high over Waioha Bay on the southern coast of
Kaua in the state of Hawaii. No one would see him. Still, the breeze was chilly and he drew in a sharp
breath at the fed of it. He did the glass door shut, relieved at the gentle dick that cut off the wind.

He was too deepy to day up. With a 9gh, he went back to bed. When he dept again, he did not
dream.

Bright morning sunlight stabbed through his eydids.

"Rise and shine, RusHl," Vina cdled chearfully, yanking again on the cord to draw the curtain dl the
way open. "The Pacific cdld Pinegpple, coconut, and poi! Come on, let's go down and get breskfast.”

"Yeah, okay, okay." Russ did up to a Stting position and looked around.

Vina was amiling a him with her draight white teeth, as her black har framed her fine-boned
Cantonese feartures. She wore a purple and white flow-ered mini-length wrap that would cover her
skimpy meatching bikini if she closed it. He dill had the image of the unnamed redhead from his dream
svimming in his vison. Vina was more dender and dightly less endowed in front, but she threatened to
burst out of her suit even so.

She wiggled her toes in white sandals and the bright red nail polish caught his eye.
Helaughed. Vinawas vibrant, three-dimensiond, in the flesh. His dream faded.



"Okay, s0 | look like atourigt, hot-shot.” She threw her arms up, laughing. "l an one. So are you, Mr.
Chen. But we could pass as ndiveif we tried."

"Not exactly native. Our names are Chinese, not Polynesan, Ms. Lu."

"Picky, picky. You look the part to me" She started buttoning her wrap. "Come on, hurry up. | can St
in the restaurant like this. Put your swvim suit on under your clothes if you want. Bikinis and high-cut
one-pieces are waiting for your stares on the beach. | can see them from here”









"You go on down." Russ got up and started ungteedily for the bathroom.

"You sure?!

"Yesh"

"Okay." She gathered up her sun-glasses and her straw tote and kissed him lightly before she l€ft.

Russ stepped carefully into the shower, dill groggy. As the seaming spray sung his skin and brought
hm more fuly awake, he thought of just how good Vina had looked. Those amiling eyes, that trim,
well-toned body, atan just dark enough to look good without drying her out. Best of dl, they had been
together two years now and were dill going strong.

He knew she was wondering why he had not raised the subject of marriage, but she had never asked.
It was ardief. These dreams were not something he was ready to share. They had dogged him, haunted
him, for severd years now.

He tried to shake off his next thought, but it would not go away: they were getting worse.

Russ stepped out of the bathroom 4ill drying himsdlf. When he had wrapped the towd around his
wad, he stepped to the edge of the lana and looked out again. The Pacific was blue with white surf
crashing gently. The beach was dreadly filling up with morning sun-bathers and windsurfers.

It did not interest him, though he normally liked beaches. The idand itsdf seemed more intriguing. He
shrugged dightly, turning away. He pulled on the red swim suit Vina had given him as a present for this
trip and then dressed quickly.

Hefound her ditting at atable on a patio overlooking the beach.

"Fed that breeze" said Vina "It's just wonderful." She raised her head and gazed a the ocean through
brown haf-tints.

"I hope it Says this way. We just got in a what, midnight last night?" Russ sat down across from her
and picked up his menu. "Hey, you don't have your break-fast yet."

"Jugt coffee. | waited for you." She paused. "What do you mean, you hope it Says this way? This is
normd for the season. Why should it change?"

He shrugged. "I didn't deep too wdll. It makes me cynicd.”

A moment |ater, a waitress appeared a Russs side. He glanced up and drew in a sharp breath a her
long, curly orange hair, though it was tied back.

She looked down at him and smiled dightly.

Her blue eyes, her face . . . He let his gaze drop and saw the familiar well-rounded body and dender
wag from his dreams.

"I love you," he heard himsdf say softly.
Across the table, Vina coughed coffee back into her cup, trying to stifle alaugh.
Russ fdt his face grow hot with embarrassment. "I, uh . . ."

She winked and walked away.



"Jeez, Russ, you're crazier than | thought,” said Vina, laughing. "Y ou're lucky she didn't pour coffee on
your head.”

"I have no ideawhy | sad that," said Russ, watching the waitress weave her way quickly among the
tables. "Maybe | should gpologize or something.”

Vina kicked off a sandd and caressed his leg through his pants with her bare foot. "Forget it. Eat
hearty and then well go lounge on the sand.”

Neither of them said anything when another waitress came to the table, behaving as if she did not
know what Russ had said to the previous one. Russ ordered tea, eggs, bacon, and pinegpple juice.
When she had left, he let out a deep breath and grinned helpledy at Vina

She cocked her head a himin her didtinctive way. "Y ou've been funny about thiswhaole trip.”
"Yeeh, | . .. know." He waved a hand in dismisd.

"No, redly. The way you came tearing into the gpartment that day and told me how you'd emptied
your savings account so we could come here. Making dl the reservations without even consulting me.
You don't normdly try to run both our lives”

"| wanted it to be asurprise.”

"Wil, it was, but don't get me wrong.” She amiled indulgently. "It's wonderful to be here. I'm just glad
| could get time off, too, on such short notice.”

He nodded and set about pouring the tea the waitress brought him. Actudly, he had been hoping that
she would not be able to come, but he had not been willing to say so. To tdl her tha he wanted to
vacation done in Hawaii for a week would have been too clear a rgjec-tion and he did not redly want
that.

"How did you happen to pick Kaua?' she asked in a conversationd tone. "l hardly know anything
about the idands that make up Hawaii. All I've ever heard about, redly, are Wakiki and Diamond Head
on Oahu.”

" asked atrave agent for sugges-tions.”

Actudly, he had been driven by the name of Kauai, compelled to find it, though he had never been
here and had not known it was part of Hawaii until he had mentioned it to the travel agent. He hated lying
to her and had rardly done so, if ever, except where his dreams were concerned. They took place here
on Kaua, somewhere; hejud.. . knew it.

After breakfast, they walked down to the beach. About hdfway across the sand toward the water,
Vina shucked her wrap, leaned on his shoulder to pull off her sandds, and dropped them dl into her
draw tote. She tossed in her sunglasses and pushed the tote againg Russ, who took it with agrin.

Then she ran off across the beach toward the surf, her black hair swaying and her feet kicking up little
gorays of sand. Her snug, narrow bikini bottom barely covered her and a number of lounging tourists
looked up as she ran past them. She splashed into the break-ers and then dove into the next swel of
ocean.

Russ picked out an empty spot to spread the beach towels in Vinds tote. As he stripped down to his
swimaLit, he looked out over the water for her. She was now a short distance out, svimming lazily on her
back pardld to the shore.



Beyond her, awoman's head rose up out of the water with sea-drenched red hair flowing behind her.
She began to wak toward the shore in a neck-deep wave. When the swel of the wave passed her,
leaving her momentarily waist-deep in the dip before the next one, he thought she was nude, and pde
except for the wash of freckles across her face and shoulders. The next wave rose up to her neck before
he was sure.

Did they do that here? He glanced around. Everyone ese seemed to be wearing swimsuits. Maybe she
was wearing a tan suit. He looked back.

"Come on'" Vinawas sanding just past the surf, beckoning.

He looked past Vinafor the redhead but did not see her anywhere. Other svimmers were in the water
near Vina He started toward her, ill 1ooking.

"What's wrong?' Vina asked, as he waded through the splashing surf to reach her.
"Nothing." He shook his head. "Jet lag, maybe."

"Youve been working too hard. Come on." She suddenly threw hersdf againgt him, grabbing him
around the waigt, and pushed him under, ill holding on.

He suppressed alaugh as they fdl into the blue-green, sunlit world under the surface, scraping his back
on the sand below the shdlow water. His dreams were doing something strange to him, and it had gotten
worse here, but he did not doubt his sanity. He could dill play if he wanted. When she tried to stand, he
dung to her warm, dippery body until the force of the waves threw them up into the crashing surf and
then receded, beaching them in the morning sunlight, laughing.

They swam and sunned dl morning. Russ kept a nervous lookout, which Vina teased him about as
ordinary ogling, but none of the few redheads he saw was the right one. For lunch, they showered and
dressed and found bad dim sum at a Chinese restaurant amed at Coast hao-les.

"Let's do something different,” said Russ, as they drolled back into the lobby of their hotd. "I don't
think | want to be an ordinary tourigt dl week."

"I'd like to try this luau tonight," said Vina, stopping in front of abig poster. "That's different.”

Russ stopped to read the copy under a big colorful picture. Every couple of nights the hotd sponsored
afancy luau on its back lawn. "It's for tourists agan.”

"Well, we aretourigts, aren't we?"'
"Well..." Russgrinned rductantly.
"Aw, come on." She leaned on his arm, tugging gently.

"Tdl you what. Tonight well be hotd tourigts, then tomorrow well rent a car and explore around the
idand some-where. Maybe we can find something to do off the beaten track. Okay?"

"Sure!”

That night, Russ and Vina sat with maybe fifty other tourists a a long, low outdoor table. The dinner
was good and not redly very exotic. As twilight fdl, torches were lit and performers stepped up on the
long runway set just behind the table.

Young men dressed in what passed for traditiond Hawaian garb began to pound on big drums. A



gmdl band wasin place on the ground behind the stage. Most of the performers appeared to be at least
partly of Hawaian and Asan descent, but not dl. One of them took a microphone and began some light
pat-ter.

A line of young women in atificd grass skirts and orchid leis took posi-tions behind him.
"I wonder how they redly fed about doing this™ said Russ, as a hula began.

"Oh, Russ. It's just a job. Nobody's forcing them, are they?" Vina began to rock sdeways with the
rhythm of the drums; leaning againg his shoulder on aternate bests.

The other tourists seemed to enjoy it. Asthey began to sway and nod in time, dl eyes on the graceful
dancing women, Russ fdt oddly isolated. He was not sure exactly what he had come to Kaua for, but
thiswas not it.

The sky above the ocean in the distance was indigo darkening to black. The torch flames flickered
ydlow in the breeze, throwing golden light and ghostly shadows across the dancers on the stage. At the
far end of the runway, atoss of long red har caught his eye.

Russ dtiffened and tried to see around the people on his right. They kept moving, however, as did the
line of dancers and the shadows they cast. The torchlight was unsteedy as the ocean wind caught it.

"Russ?' Vinasad in his ear. "What's wrong?'

"Il be right back." He got up quickly, before she could offer to join him, and scooted out of his spot.
Then he walked quickly behind the line of seated tourists watching the performance.

He moved to the end of the runway, where a couple of the drummers in Hawaian costume gave him
curious looks, but no one objected. All the dancers he could see from here had long, flowing black hair
st off by flowers behind one ear. Maybe he had seen someone waking by. He glanced around in the
darkness beyond the torch light. From what he could see, no one was hurrying away.

Reuctantly, he admitted to himsdf that maybe the dreams were now trig-gering his imagination even
when he was awake. When the song ended, he returned to his sedt.

"Jugt had to stretch my legs™ he sad to Vina

She nodded, searching his face. He began to poke through the leftover bits of his dinner, diding his
other am around her shoulders. After a moment, she turned her atention back to the show, where it
remained.

Late that night, while Vina took her turn in the bathroom, Russ wrapped a towd around his waigt and
stepped out onto the lana. The breeze was cool and inviting, but did not draw him toward the ocean
from where it came. It aso brought, with the scent of st spray, a sweet fragrance he could not identify.

Flowers were planted dl around the hotdl grounds; they were probably most of it. Perhaps some of it
came from the orchids on every la he had seen, dl mass produced to be seen or worn by tourists who
rotated in and out of this part of the idand congantly this time of year. Whatever drew him beckoned
from the idand itsdlf.

He heard the bathroom door open and stepped back insde. As he did the lana door shut, it caught his
towd and he had to open it again to pull free,

Vinalaughed. "Russ, what are you doing?'



"Jud getting some ar." He wrapped the towel around his waist again. "Want to see what movies are
onTV?

"No, not redly." She amiled playfully and waked toward him in the dim light thrown by one of the
lamps by the bed.

He stayed where he was, watching. She wore a very short light blue deep-shirt that was bardy
tranducent. It shimmered dightly as she approached. Her legs were dender and tanned and smooth as
they walked forward. Just as she raised one hand dowly to go around his neck, she jerked away his
towd with the other. He laughed and bent down to kiss her.

When he dept again, he dreamed again.

Greet green daks dretched dong one side of him in endless rows, reaching over his head. They
waved in the tropi-cal breeze againgt a sky blood-red with sunset and darkening fast. On the other Sde,
and in front of him, the stalks had been chopped off close to the ground. Ahead of him, other men were
shadowy figures walking away from him, up the rows of stubble.

He siwvung back a big knifein a hand dick with sweet ... a sword? It was short and stubby. He leaned
down and with his other hand bent back the thick stalks of bamboo — no, he rediized suddenly. It was
ugar cane. He was cutting cane on a sugar plantation.

In the rows ahead, the other fidd workers were heading out of the fidds as darkness came on. None
of them was behind him; he had seen to that. Instead of chopping, he straightened up and turned,
knowing what he would find.

She peered a him through the tal green stalks in the next row of uncut cane, her wild red hair blowing
forward in the risng wind.

He flung the point of his blade into the dirt, where it stuck, and walked toward her. She wore a shug,
form-fitted dress of white linen with a line of strained buttons up the front. Lace tickled her neck over a
high collar. He glanced over his shoulder at the other field hands, but they had no reason to look back as
they trudged wesarily toward their shack quarters.

She amiiled, looking up at him with clear blue eyes, as he began to unfasten the tiny white buttons at her
throat. His fingers smeared her linen dress with sweat and dirt and green stain. The sorm wind blew her
har agang hisface and the tal cane waved over them. Cool raindrops fdl againg his eyes as he pulled
open the front of her dress to reved some heavy white piece of under-clothing with rigid stays —

Russ awoke suddenly in his hotd room, drenched in swest, breathing hard. Vina was in a deep deep
with her back to him. Stays? What year had he been dreaming about, anyway?

He sghed, relieved to be out of the dream, and began to rdax. Vinds pres-ence was a comfort. So
was the thought that he could turn on the TV set if necessary as a digtraction.

He was more tired tonight than he had been the night before. Probably al that svimming and sunning
this morn-ing accounted for it. He threw off the covers but remained where he was until he drifted back

to deep.

The next morning, Vina was again showered and dressed before he woke up. She roused him
cherfully and, after breskfast, they rented a blue Camaro hatchback. Russ drove while Vina un-folded a
tourist map. She had a guide-book on her Iap.

"I know, | know," said Russ, as they passed benegth tdl hotels and high-rise condos on both sides.



"Were dill being tourists. At least we can see something besides the hote "

"We can drive around mos of the idand in a day,” Vina observed on the map. "Depending on how
much time we spend stopping. But it's not a complete circle”

"Reglly?"

"Therés ahighway that more or less goes around most of the edge. Some-times it's farther inland than
others" She lifted her sunglasses on top of her head to follow the fine print. Today she was wearing that
purple and white mini wrap as a dress.

"See anything you want to vigt?'

"We have a lot of choices. The gte of the firg sugar mill on the idand is red close. Then the Wailua
River is up past the airport. The guide says it's the only navigable river in Hawaii. We can take alittle sde
trip and look at the Wailua Fdls"

"Tdl you what," said Russ. "Let's just drive for a while. We have dl week. Maybe we should ook
around today and pick placesto vidt for red later on.”

"Okay."

Vina marked the sugar mill and the Fdls with her balpoint pen for future consideraion. Russ was
ariving north and soon they were past the highest concentration of resort hotels and tour-ist restaurants.
They crossed the mouth of the Wailua River just before it poured into the Pacific.

"Fern Grotto," said Vina. "It's up-stream. Il mark it, too. Hmm. Wai-pahee Side looks interesting, but
it may be harder to reach.”

Russ sad nothing. The waving pdms and the lush greenery dl around them were beginning to look
frighteningly familiar. The back of his neck tickled.

Neither of them spoke for sometime. The farther north he drove, the more familiar this idand |ooked.
He reminded himsdf that he had never been here before — not just Kauai, but on any Pecific idand.

"It certanly islovely country here" said Vina after awhile, gazing out the window.

Russ nodded, hoping she would not notice the sweat soaking his forehead and temples. His heart was
pounding as he drove. He did not recognize anything in particular, but this was the area that had called
him — somehow — from across the ocean. Whatever he had come here for must be nearby.

He glanced at his watch. They had been on the road for over hdf an hour; he was not sure exactly
how much more. The road was now curving gradudly northwestward.

He wiped the swest off one pdm on his pant leg, then the other. Vinadid not notice,

Fndly they came to Kdihiwal, asndl seaside community. Russs hands were sheking so much that he
could not trust himsdf to steer. He dowed down and pulled into a parking place with empty spaces on
eech sde.

"What isit?" Vinalooked up from the map, which she had been sudying again.

He took a deep breath. "I don't fed too good. Maybe if you could drive” The steering whed was dick
under his hands.



"Sure. But why don't you take aminute to wak around? I'll take pic-tures of the scenery.” She pulled
alittle sngpshot camera out of her purse.

Russ got out of the car gasping for the warm, humid ar and dammed the door. The ocean breeze was
cool on his sweat-soaked face and brought with it more sweet samdls. He waked around the car,
squinting in the sunlight.

He was too dizzy to notice Kdihiwa or even the block of shops where they had stopped. His head
was goinning and the swest, fresh scents on the wind drew him in dl directions & once. He paced
adongside the car, tralling one hand on itsfinish to keep his bearings.

Vinawas watching him with concern, her camera forgotten in her hands.
"I better 9t down someplace,” Russ muttered, leaning both hands againg the car. He closed his eyes.
"I see a place across the street. I'll get coffee and you can jugt St if you want.”

Russ nodded without looking up. Vi-sons swam before him: the pae nude woman shadowed in near
darkness, that flash of red hair among the luau danc-ers, the sugar cane under the risng night wind — 4l
brought to him now by the Sght of this lush idand growth and the rich fragrances it gave. He fdt Vina
take hisarm and gently pull him away from the car.

Ingde the little ar conditioned cafe, insulated from the untamed ar outsde, Russ began to come
around. He ordered jasmine tea and fdt his head clear as he sipped it dowly. Its taste and smdl, familiar
from his childhood, anchored him.

Fndly he looked up at Vina with an gpologetic smile. "l guess I've lived in Cdifornia too long. | was
raised on exhaust and toxic waste.”

She laughed, relieved. "Thisfresh air can be dangerous, can't it? Take your time and I'll drive us back
to the hotel when you're ready."”

Russ sad very little on the ride home, which passed fagter than he expected. He needed some time
done to think. After lunch in the hotel, Vina wanted to sun on the beach again as a prelude to more
svimming. He agreed to St on the sand in his Street clothes to keep her company; that suited both of
them.

Russ relaxed in a rented folding beach chair, garing at Vinas amdl form swim-ming among the waves.
The beach was more crowded this afternoon, but he was not redly looking for his mysterious redhead.
He tried to figure out some-thing, anything, about the dreams that now plagued him both waking and

degp-ing.
Hefigured out nothing.

That evening, he lay on the bed in their hotd room, garing a the TV set without seeing the movie
flickering on the screen. He had told Vina that she was welcome to amuse hersdf without him, but she
hed chosen to stay with him. She rinsed out underwear and her deepshirt in the snk and put new nal
polish on both her fingernails and toe-nails. Then she stretched out with him, but under the covers, and
watched the movie

Russ was dmog afraid to deep, but he could hardly say so. Still dressed except for his shoes, he
continued to stare a the set as the next movie came on. Vina kissed him, and turned out the lights.

The shifting, incongstent glow from the TV set began to sing his eyes as they grew tired. He thought of



cafeine, of going for a walk, of daring out the lana a the ocean, but discarded them dl. No one could
avoid deep.

He fought it as long as he could, leaving his clothes on and the movie running. The set could stay on dl
night for dl he cared. His eyesfindly closed-

When he fell adeep, he dreamed.

Moonlight gleamed across a narrow gtrip of beach from a ful moon out of sght above the trees. The
ocean was nearly glassy, the waves only ripples. She was dready in his arms, nude and ghodtly in the dim
light thet washed out dl color.

He, too, was nude and fdt the faintest hint of breeze againg the sweat on his back.
It wastheir last time. He could fed! it.

"Promise me," she whispered.

| promise. Whatever itis.

"Father is sending me away. He knows but he doesn't know who. | will never tel, no matter what he
does."

What have | promised'?
"You told me once that your people believe we live more than once."
Some of my family are Buddhists, yes.-

"If the Reverend's teachings are right, then this promise will not come to anything. If you are right, then
promise me that we will meet again.”

Again ... in another life?

"Promise me" She began to weep, and dung to his neck with her soft, flesy arms as her tangle of hair
swept hisface.

| promise.
"And that we will know each other when we do." She raised her tear-stained face to search his eyes.
| promise.

"Thisishow." She pressed something smdll into his hand and rose up on her toes to kiss him furioudy
and long; then, just as suddenly, she pulled away and turned to run barefoot into the brush. Her colorless
hair danced as she ran; her rear swayed and teased. She snatched up her clothes in a bundle and darted
among the trees, out of ght toward the distant plantation house.

He looked down. She had handed him a piece of sandalwood, the fragrant native wood that had been
amog en-tirdy exhausted on these idands. It was rare, now tha the lumberers had sent it dl to East
Asa

The dream became light. Light from the TV

He sat up sharply, his heart pounding. This time he was dready wide awake, as though he had never



dept. He knew what he had to do and, lest he lose his nerve, he would have to act without thinking.

Vina had not gtirred. He put on his shoes, checked his pockets for the room key and car keys, and
hurried out, careful to close the room door gently. Moments later, he was driving north on this morning's
route for Kaihiwai.

He was tense with excitement yet findly relieved of the terrible feding of helplessness he had carried
these years past. It was the excitement of anticipa-tion. He drove quickly but with careful atention to dl
the treffic laws. Thiswas no time for more delays.

And for thefirst time hefdt hatred.

He did not know where he was going but he knew he could find it. The darkness outside the car sped
by with lights from various buildings and rare treffic. At times the ocean was a black expanse off to his
right.

Hatred drove him, and anger, and an incredible rigid tenson that began in the muscles of his face, ran
down his neck and arms to his death grip on the whed, diffened his abdomen, and pained his lower
back. He wanted rdief, findly, from the nights the many deep-tossed nights, the months of nights of
teesng and the mounting fear of his dreams. The compulsions that ruled him had to end; he would play
them out or destroy them.

At Kdihiwal, he parked the car in the same place as before and started on foot for the shore. The
fragrances welcomed him this time, now that he no longer fought them, and he knew them: or-chids,
violets ohia, and . .. sandalwood. Of course.

He did not see any. Perhaps he was andling flowers and plants that had been near this shore over a
century ago.

No one was around. He strode quickly toward the water, dill glancing about. When he was neer it, he
waked pardld to it, dowed by uncertainty. He was swesting fredy with nervous energy.

The footing was uneven and difficult in the darkness. This was not al wilder-ness now; he had to avoid
wandering into private property and attracting the police. Findly, drenched in sweat and breathing hard,
he paused to rest, lean+ing againg a tree.

It was dark here, except for the faint outlines of bushes and trees againg the black ocean. Maybe he
was crazy. As he gradudly caught his breath, he straight-ened his back againgt the tree and closed his
eyes. What was he doing here, anyway?

"Wenlim," awoman'svoice said softly.
He gasped and turned to look.

She was thereg, findly, behind hm — outlined next to another tree, her full body in a contemporary
wraparound dress and her har awild orange triangle tossed by arisng breeze.

"Maud," he said, wondering at him-sdlf. He had recognized the Chinese as his given name and yet it
was not his name, not in this life In that indant he had known her name, where before he had not.
"Youre. .. red."

Shedrew closer.

"Do you remember now?" she whis-pered.



"Some of it. Maybe mogt of it. | —" He stopped, sruck by another flash of memory. "You came
back, didn't you?'

"Yes" She even knew what he meant. "After my father sent me away, | mar-ried on the mainland. We
returned to the idand many years later when we inherited the plantation.” She paused. "But you and |

never spoke agan.”

"No, but | remember when you re-turned. You rode in a big carriage. | spent the rest of my life
watching you come and go from the big house. When you had children, | watched them grow up. And
one day, just one, you looked out your carriage window and saw me wetching you."

"Always wondering if you would re-member.” She moved closer, her voice bresking. "I'm sorry |
pretended to be awaitress at breakfast. | was drawn to thisidand, maybe even to that hotd, by dreams.
The dreams have been horrible, pure torture. When | saw you, | had to find out if it was redly you — if
you would react.”

"What are you doing here? Now? Were you waiting here?'
"No. | bribed the doorman to cal meif you left the hotd alone. | followed you in a rented car.”

"Why do we look the same?' His voice was nearly a whisper. "We aren't our own descendants or
anything like that.”

"Part of the promise, | suppose. That we would be ale to . . . know." She did her ams around his
neck and began to cry.

He swallowed, fighting back tears himsdlf. Y et another flash of anger surged through him, as well.
"Who are we?' she whispered in hor-ror. "What are we?'

Her father's face came back to him now, lined with age and framed by long white sideburns and a
garched white callar; it was stern and haughty. Heting it, as he had hated it for a lifime before, he
grabbed the hair on the back of her head, pulled her head back, and kissed her.

She responded and dung to him hard. Triumphant laughter threatened to rise in him. No lynching, no
lash, no banish-ment could threaten him now; he had no indenture to pay off.

His arms were dill tight around her when she reached back and yanked free the cord that held her
dress in place. He let her step back to dhrug it off; she wore nothing under it in the pale, colorless
moonlight. The wind tickled his face with her hair.

With one hand dill hooked around his neck, she eased down onto the sand, pulling him after her.
Leaves on a branch brushed them both as he fol-lowed. The scent of sandalwood rose dl around them.

When they lay breathless, Sde by sde, with a sheen of sweat over them, she whispered, "We findly
won, didnt we?' Her amile was the faintest shadow on her face.

"Wefindly won." He amiled at her, comfortable and relaxed.

Her eyes searched his face. He pulled her close again, this time without ur-gency but with deeper
feding.

"I do love you," he said softly. "Some-where ingde, somewhere | don't even know any more, or
understand.”



"Someonein me loves you," she whis-pered.

They embraced for a long time. When they gently eased apart again, he rolled onto his back and
stared upward, one am dill cradling her head. The moon was bright and pale above them, a link to the
last time they had lain together, like the surf and the scent of sandal-wood.

Someone in me, she had said. Some-where ingde, he had said.

Oh, come on. What was he doing here, lying outsde in the middle of nowhere next to a total stranger
inthe middle of the night?

The answer snapped right back: she was no stranger. He had loved her once, maybe as recently as a
moment ago. Maybe he dill did. She had loved him. Maybe she dill did.

He turned his head to look at her. She was dill facing him, but her eyes moved to meet his. They
looked at each other in the wash of moonlight.

"Who are we?' he whispered, repeat-ing her words of a short time before. "What are we?'

"Two people who loved each other," she said softly, with the faintest of smiles again. "And made a
vow."

"And kept it." Tears suddenly flooded his eyes with the words. He did love her, and he had loved her
dl of thislife, and he had never known it.

She reached out and hugged him again, pulling him close to her softness. "And kept it," she repeated.
"Both of us"

He wept with the release of tenson and she cried quietly with him. When they had both been dlent for
awhile, he pulled away enough to look at her face again.

Her eyes were searching his. The eyes of awoman he loved, the eyes of a Stranger.
"What kind of alife do you have?' she whispered.

"Good, | guess. No, | don't guess — | have a pretty good life Especidly . . . without dl those
haunting, tempting dreams of you."

She amiled her understanding. "Me, too."

"Then. .. what was dl thisfor?' The words were dumsy because he couldn't put his red question into
words. He could come no closer than a vague "Why?"

"To keep fath." Her soft voice had the camness of wisdom. "Not jugt with each other. With the
people we used to be"

"Yegh." Her words struck him deep ingde, where he loved her.

He searched himsdf. The anger and hatred toward her father were gone, the fear of deep, the
mydery, the need to have her ... dl had vanished.

"And to free oursdves," she finished. "To live these lives now."

He gazed into her blue eyes. Somehow, some way, he knew her. And he knew she was right.



"How do you fedl 7" she asked.
"The obsesson— it'sover ... Maud."
"And Wenlim." She amiled gertly. "Yes, it's gone. Were free”

"Free" he repeated in a whisper. "Free to go our separate ways by choice, not forced by someone
more powerful.”

He kissed her again, lightly this time. She responded in kind, with a amile of understanding. Then, dill
looking into her eyes, he stood up and helped her rise.

The warmth between them remained as he helped her put on her dress. Then he pulled his own clothes
back together. He took her hand one lagt time and squeezed it, feding the return pressure from her as
they found their way to the street.

As they stepped onto the pavement, he gave one find, affectionate glance at her sensuous face. She
was dill amiling widfully at him. When she tossed her wild red har one more time and turned away, he
released her hand and walked briskly to his car without looking back.

Russ entered his hotel room quietly enough but he could do nothing about the sound the shower made.
When he had dried off and tossed the towd aside, he yanked the diding door to the lana gar to let the
breeze enter. Then he turned off the volume on the TV, but let the light flicker over Vinds form under the
covers. Only her hair and her peace-ful face were vishle.
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He fdt oddly unburdened by guilt as he gently sat down on the bed and looked a her. Sowly, he
eased back the covers and did into bed. Certainly he had no wish to hurt her by making any confession.
Jugt as cartainly, he had disrupted his own sense of integrity toward her.



She moved her head up onto his shoulder, not looking a him, but much of the tenson had left her. He
put hisarm around her.

"That'sdl," sherepeated dully.
"That'sdl."

She lowered her head, looking away. "I think I'd like to leave Kauai. Maybe we could go to San
Francisco. We dill have the rest of the week |eft.”

"Together? Or do you want to be done?'

"Together." She eased one hand across his wais. "But | have to do something, too. Russ, I've been
having these redly weird dreams. That's why I've been awake s0 early every mormning. They've been
bothering me for months and | don't think | can go on without dedling with them.”

"Dreams?' he asked, as the back of his neck prickled.
"Congtant, repetitive dreams. They're dways about the same guy and they're dways in San Francisco.

Russ lifted his head to bresthe in the idand breeze. He smdlled nothing.  Q









THEWINTER GHOST S
by Tanith Lee

Winter is a ghost that haunts the world. You know it by its grey transpar-encies, its crystdline white
comings and goings.

It was early in the winter thet | went to the town to see about some business for my Father, and was
told I must cdl in on my Aunt. | resisted. "She has been good to you, young man," they said. She had
paid for my education, and other things. My life was full of obligations, it seemed to me, and nowhere
was | free to do what | wanted. | had been the dave of my school, and now was my Father's, work-ing
in his shop, where | did not want to be, and trapped in the village of my birth. 1 had seen and done
nothing. But there again, what would | have chosen to do? | had no greet driving tdents. | liked to read
and to lie a-bed, for ether of which occupetions there was now dight time. Every day | was up a dawn,
for on Sunday | must go to church to show my respect to God. At night | ate my supper and fdl between
my sheets exhaugted. What a life. The town and the prospect of vigting it had cheered me a little, despite
the winter road and the stubborn old horse, the wayside packed by forest, Sarving beggars who seemed
to sgnd from every glassy bush, according to rumour, and the fird waves of wolves that | hated and
feared dong with everyone e se. But now my sojourn in the town was to be divided between my Father's
com-misson and my Aunt's fancy. It was decided; | was not to stay overnight at the inn, but at my Aunt's
house. My heart sank into the floor, it Sayed there, and | left it behind.

The ride was not too bad. A faint flurry of snow disturbed the horse, who for a mile kept stopping and
sheking his head distractedly. | saw no beggars, and no wolves, though once | heard one howling. |
arrived at the town gates before the sun set on a grey thick sky. | should proceed at once to the Aunt's,
atending to my Father's wants in the morning.

| had not seen ether the town or the Aunt snce childhood. Both had been different then, more
interesting to me. | had haf anticipated some sense of pur-pose or fedivity in the town, and there was
none | could perceive, the shops blinkered, the populace running home-ward before the cold. Hardly a
soul on the streets. Theinn looked welcoming with its gold and red sgn, but now | was not going there,

What did | remember of the Aunt?

She had been dender and excitable, with a high hot colour in her cheeks. Her dark hair was drawn up
with combs, and curled. She wore a dark red gown and was dancing, for it had been a festivd — hence
my anticipations—memories—of the town.

Asachild | had liked her, but she had paid me very dight atention. Her own father was dive then, and
had she not been engaged to be married? There was some tragedy or scandd never spoken of to me.
Her money had come to her with the town house, a my Grandfather's deeth; my Father benefitted in
other ways. My Aunt was then done in the world. Having no one on whom to squan-der the excess of
her amdl riches, she made provision for me and my two ssters. In me a less grateful wretch she could
not have hoped to find. Far better | had liked the little drummer doll with his bells, the fird gift she gave
me indifferentity at the festival. That was fifteen years ago. She would be old now, for she was not young
then.

| reached her house, which stood to the side jugt off from the square. Ancient black trees, aready
edged with snow, occluded its wdls. The shutters were fastened, and not a light showed. The house
might have been deserted, the impression it gave. | dismounted, se-cured my horse, and tried the
cumber-some knocker.



| had knocked some sx or saven times before | got any answer. And then to my surprise it was the
Aunt who had come to the door and opened it.

"Old Ermine died," said she, sanding in the dim hdl which just barely fluttered at her lamp. "Now I'm
my own maid. My own housekeeper, t00. You mustin't expect too much,” she added, as if we had been
gpesking for an hour. It seemed she knew me, for who else but the looked-for nephew would cal on
her? Neverthdess | introduced mysdf palitely, and then she extended her dry powdered cheek for my
kiss. She was indeed as aged as | had feared, a skinny old woman in a wrinkled reddish dress, with
eardrops of dull pearl which perhaps she had put on to honour my advent. She wore no rings, but her
hands had been mutilated by rheuma-tism. She led mein.

It transpired there was dill an anti-quated man, Pers, she caled him, who would see to my horse, as
he saw to the fire in the parlour, and other manly work. | caught a glimpse of him, about a hun-dred he
looked, but the horse was getting on too, they would be patient with each other.

The parlour was like home: crowded by dabs of the furniture which was dl | knew, and that spelled
affluence, and entrapment, had | given them names. Crysta and china, perhaps never used, bulged upon
awooden mountain, dully catching the firdight through therr dust. The fire was a poor one — what else
could you expect of Pers?

"Will you take some tea?'

| doubted there was a drop of spirit in the house, and fet a very red and unjust anger at her, my Aunt,
forang me here to this cage, uncomfortably not equipped to please mein the least.

We had tea, and some thin jam, and she told me | should not smoke, not in the rooms. | had guessed
and not tried — truth to tel, | was not much of a smoker, though it was expected in a man, a sort of
condoned vice.

By now it was night, these unshuttered back windows very black beyond the rugty curtains. In the
town afew panes were dight, but they looked dim and parsmonious. My Aunt had lit two lamps, these
windows of hers would have that 10ok.

| forget properly what we spoke of. There were long slences, what could she expect? She asked me
of my work, which | didiked, of my school, which she had provided and | hated. She asked of my
uninteresting family, and my sisters one of whom was now married to afat bump-kin very suitable to her.

Fndly, in a sort of sneering pity, | said, "'l remember you dancing in a red dress. You gave me a dall
with bells | was very young."

"Ah, that was another time" She added, obscurely, "Another woman.”
Later we went into the dining room. And | had my first shock.

The long old table was hung with a lace doth over mulberry velvet, and meticu-loudy laid with china
and aslver service. There were ten places, each fully set.

"I thought we dined done, Aunt?'

"I never dine done. But then again, you will see no one besides me. |, of course ... | seethem dl. In
my imagination, you understand.”

Pers brought in the dishes, there were only three; they had come from an obliging, cook shop, heated
up in the kitchen below, but not sufficently. Water was served with the med. Very proper | was



interested to see Pers pass every plate from the eight other settings. On to each was placed by my Aunt a
tiny portion of the frugd med. Persfilled each goblet from the water jug. | looked on, and tried to picture
ghodly fingers rasing the glasses, invisble hands ply-ing the knives and forks. Pers Ieft us.

"Who is here, Aunt? Won't you tdl me?' | inquired, because | was so very bored, a leadenness had
stayed with me compounded of snow, tiredness, inetia Besides, how could her secret guedts be a
hidden matter when she paraded them?

But she was reticent.

"People of my past.”

"Is Grandfather there?"

"Grandfather? Of course. It isafamily table. Heis at the table's head.”

"Y our fiance, too?"

But she lowered her scay eyes and would not answer. | had been indeco-rous, probably.
"Why did you never marry, Aunt?' | demanded brutdly.

"It wasalong time ago."

"I recal everything well. | recdl the man—" 1 did not — "dancing with you downgairs."
"No, no," shesaid.

But | was irked enough that | did not dlow her any rights to pain. She had interfered in my life, it
seemed to me, and made things worse. She had forced me here when | might have drunk brandy at the
inn. "Surdly you can tdl me? I've only heard stories of it —"

"Whét stories?'

"That hejilted you. Left you dmog at the dtar —"

"Oh the liard Who said this?" She was inflamed now, surprisng me alittle.
"Servants— an old nurse | had —"

"None of it is true. He died. He wasn't young. His hedth wasn't good. The excitement ... He took a
chill and was dead in aweek."

Therewasthe longest sllence yet.

"But you see him here tonight?* | even shocked mysdf a my grossness. Perhaps the water had made
me drunk, | was used to a glass of wine a home.

At last she spoke to me. "Yes. | seethemdl. | invite them here. Why shouldn't you know? My father,
my betrothed. My mother takes her place. And my mother's two sisters. Then there is my girlhood friend
| see, there. She died so young. Sheis the youngest anong us. And there ismy tutor, whom | feared and
loved, and who darts meterrible stern glances, because he thinks | have forgotten my lessons. And he's
right in that, for | have. And old Ermine is with us too, now. | included her a month after her desth, for
she required her rest before that..."



A nagty but interesting idea came over methat | could see them after dl. The Grandfather as | recalled
him with his fob watch and high collar, the invented mother | had never mysdf witnessed and her aged
crone sgers in thair black and lace and old-fashioned hair. The young friend caught fast forever —
perhaps she did not mind — | put her in an antique gown. The mature bridegroom, coughing a touch a
his handkerchief. The derly tutor. And old Ermine, that once or twice | had redly seen, for she had
been merci-lesdy sent to the village on my Aunt's errands when only a trace younger. | guessed Ermine
was content, to St at last at her mistress's table, even to the tepid meat and water.

"Pray don't let me prevent you," | said, "converang with them dl, if that's how you usudly go on."

"Y ou think me very eccentric,” said my Aunt. "But those who are dear to me— those for whom |
have aresponsibil-ity What else should | do?"

As she had put me through the school, just so she kept these by her, these withered flowers, her
ghodly dinner guests. Forever, or until her death, and —why not? — maybe beyond her death, they
would gt nightly at this drab table, eat the unpaatable food — | was becoming as foolish as she.

"W you mugt do as you think fit, Aunt. And now | thank you for this med, but ask you to excuse me
if 1 go presently to bed. The long ride tired me greztly, I'm up so early, and must be off early tomorrow, |
fear, on my Father's commisson.”

She was startled a moment, then set-tled down. The old are early to bed also, she told me, she did not
keep late hours. But | mugt take a cup of tea with her in the parlour, to cheer me for my couch. Out of
the kindness of my unkind heart | consented. | spent one further hour with her before escaping to the
dugty dark room doft. Therein the great bed, by the poor light of one thin candle, | had meant to read a
smuggled book. But my own bane of tiredness came in on me. Soon the lines swam and | blew out the
candle and yawned mysdf to oblivion.

There | dreamed of being a prisoner in my Aunt's house. | could not get out, and was in the act of
bribing Pers to open atiny door inthe cdlar for me— | think it did not in red life exis — when | woke.
It was a milky dawn, and the fine snow blowing, and | had my Father's business to transact before |
could start out on my ride home.

My Aunt was not yet risen, so | left my message of gratitude and farewd | with Pers.

The business took up hdf the morning, and when it was done, | gathered mysdf to theinn and there on
top of the bread and stde tea of my hasty breakfast, | put in three brandies againg the rigours of the ride
home, which truth to tdl 1 was now dreading. | had a sort of presentiment of ill luck, which my drinking
the brandy had, rather than dispdling it, brought closer.

Shortly after midday, though it looked more like dusk, | I€ft the town, and the staid old horse and |
went down the road, and in among the great stands of the forest.

The snow had stopped, and a freezing was coming on, you fdt it approach like a sedthy noise. Now
and then a branch cracked in the forest at the cold, but there was no other sound save for the plodding of
the horse. A faint smoke hung once in the distance from some charcod burners. Otherwise there was no
hint of any humen creature. | might have been done in the woods at the world's edge out of a legend.
And this thought oppressed me, even as | began to have a quite incompetible fear of robbers.

Robbers there were, but not of the mortd type. About an hour after | had got beyond the town, when
my homein my Father's house, so despised, had begun to seem to me the dearest place on earth, a smdl
pack of wolves started to follow me.



Despite dl that is said, and agreed, on wolves, they arein fact not so much of afoe to a mounted man.
But | feared them and didiked them in company with anyone | could think of. My childhood had been
gpiced by the tales of other children the wolves had carried off and eaten, and only a dead wolf was a
pleasure to see, as occasondly | had.

Ther eyes were the worgt, for their shapes, loping dong a few yards behind me, were dmog logt in
the trees. But out of the afternoon dusk now and then would come a green flash, or | would see an actud
eye, fastened on mewith a maevolent unique intensity.

| tried a sharp shout or two, which gave them doubts, but then on they loped again. | was the only
moving thing of any sze for miles They were curious, and they were hungry.

How | longed for ajoint of raw mesat | might have brought to throw to them, how | longed to have
drunk more, or less. Or that the old horse might have been pricked to a gdlop. But my at-tempts to hurry
him presently confused hm — he did not like the wolves ether, but was indined more to conged to
dasis and shiver than to hasten off.

Perhaps they would get tired of me, and let me be.
They did not.

About midafternoon, when | had been followed a good hour, the old horse managed a brief canter, hit
us into a low-dung bough that brought snow down on me, and stumbled. Between the bough and the
sumble I went out of the saddle and dithered to the ground. As| lay there stunned, the horse, rdieved of
my dowing weight, gave me a bright whinny, and fled aong the road.

| sat up before | was ready, and my head rang. Then | tried to get to my feet and dipped full length
agan. And then the wolves, there were five of them, came out of the trees and onto the road.

They stood looking a me, and vividy do | recollect their leen black shapes againg the snow, each one
exactly re-sembling the modd of the others, asif dl had been cast from a sngle mould of wickedness.
Thar eyes were like the eyes of crud men, intent and hypnotic, ydlow as flames Was any one less than
the others? An entity they were, one thing, and dl gazing upon me. | de-spaired.

In that moment | imagined mysdf at the gate of death. And this is what | saw: Firg the terrible rending
agony of being eaten dive, and then the mildewed pit of the dead, from which a fant drear voice was
cdling me. "Come, dear nephew," it said, "t down. I've lad a place for you."

And out of the teeth of wolves and shadows of the grave | emerged into that cold dining room with its
table of mul-berry and lace, and sat mysdf before a setting of dusty china and slver. To my right was an
ugly young girl in an out-dated gown, and to my left a balding scholar in a shabby coat. All around were
old ladies with piled up fake curls, and a coughing men of gixty, and my Grandfather consulting his
watch, for | had come late and kept them waiting. And there, opposite his place, sat my Aunt in her red
dress and eardrops, nodding and amiling & me, as she helped me to a bobble Of cold steamed food, and
Persfilled my glass with water —

"No!" | cried, "you shan't!"

And | flung mysdf forward at the wolves. | was shouting and roaring, and out of my pocket | had
taken my wooden maiches, which | struck in panic and nearly set mysdf dight.

Perhaps it was these brief gusts of fire, or the anvful noises | made, and which | mysdf heard as if from
agreat distance, but the foremost wolf backed off. As | rushed screaming down at them, dl five turned



Sdeways into the bushes, and bolted suddenly away from me between the trees.
They were gone.

For some minutes | remained, ydling and stamping, jumping up and down in the snow, while burnt
matches stuck to my burnt fingers and the hole | had fired in my deeve.

| recdl 1 howled | would not go, | would not be caught forever, for eternity, in that smothering. No,
not |.

When | came back to my wits, no hint of the wolves lingered. A vast emptiness was there, and | was
blazing hot ingde the great orb of the cold. | went down the road for something to do, and found the
horse loitering at the waysde a quarter mile off.

| mounted hmin slence, and he waked on.

Who would believe me? | have heard since of men frightening off wolf packs with loud cries and
curious behaviour, but that wasin other lands, and a another time. For then | knew only | had not been
brave and had best keep quiet. More than ther eyes and teeth | had feared the dinner table of my Aunt: |
did not want to be another of her winter ghodts. It was that cowardice which made me turn againg the
wolves, and, saven months
later, the same cowardice which made me run away for good to another less safe,
sranger, and more ordinary life. Q






TO BECOME A SORCER
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SURELY SURAT-KEMAD isthe gredet of the gods, for he is lord of both the living and the dead. The
Great River flows from his mouth; the River is the voice and word of Surat-Kemad, and dl life arises
from the River.

The dead return to Surat-Kemad, upon the waters or benesth them, borne by some secret current,
back into the bely of the god.

We are reminded of Surat-Kemad dally, for he made the crocodile in his own image.
I, Sekenre, son of Vashtem the sor-cerer, tdl you this because it is true.
I

That my father was amagician | knew from earliest childhood. Did he not speak to the winds and the
waters? | heard him do so many times, late at night. Could he not make fire legp out of his hands, merdy
by folding and unfold-ing them? Y es, and he never burned himsdf, for the fire was cold, like river water
inthe winter.

Once he opened his hands to reved a brilliant, scarlet butterfly, made of paper and wire but dive. It
flew around the house for a month. No one could catch it. | cried when it died and the light went out of
itswings, leaving it no more than a trace of ash.

He made a different kind of magic with his stories. There was one in particular that went on and on,
about a young heron who was cast out of his nest by the other birds because he had short legs, and no
beak or feathers. He could pass for human, for dl that he wasn't. So he wandered in a londy exile and
had many adventures, in far lands, anong the gods, among the ghodts in the land of the dead. Every
evening for dmog a year, Father whispered more of the story to me as if it were a peciad secret
between the two of us. | never told it to anyone else.

Mother made things too, but not fire out of her hands, nor anything that truly lived. She built hevats,
those as-semblages of wood and wire and paper for which the City of the Reeds is famous, sometimes
little figures that dangled from sticks and seemed to come dive when the wind struck them, some-times
great tangles of ships and dities and stars and mountains which hung from the caling and turned dowly in
avadly intricate, endless dance.

Then afever came over her one summer and she spent weeks working on a sngle, articulated image.
No one could stop her. Father would put her to bed but she would get up again in her deep and work
on the thing some more, until a vast snaky creature of painted wooden scales writhed throughout every
room of the house, suspended on grings just below the calling. At last she put a face on it — hdf a man,
haf a crocodile — and even |, Sx years old at the time, knew it to be an image of Surat-Kemad, the
God Who Devours.

When the wind blew, the image writhed and spoke. Mother screamed and fdl to the floor. Later, the
thing was merdy gone. No one would tdl me what had become of it. When Mother recov-ered she
could not recdl anything that had happened to her.

One evening by alate fire, she ex-plained that it had been a kind of prophecy, and when the spirit has
de-parted, the seer is no more than an empty glove cast asde by some god. She had no idea what it
meant, merdly that a god had spoken through her.

| think even Father was frightened when she said that.
He told me one more ingdlment of the story of the heron boy the same night. Then the pirit of thet,



too, left him.

Father mugt have been the grestest magician in dl Reedland, for our house was never empty in the
early days. People came from dl over the city, and from the marshlands, some journeyed for days on the
Great River to buy potions and philtres or have ther for-tunes told. Mother sometimes sold them hevats,
sacred ones for devotions, or memorids for the dead, or just toys.

| didnt think of mysdf as any differ-ent from other boys. One of my friends was the son of a
fisherman, another of a paper-maker. | was the son of a magi-cian, just another child.

But in the story, the bird-boy thought he was a heron —

As | grew older, Father became more secretive, and the customers came no further than the door.
Bottles were passed out to them. Then they stopped coming.

Suddenly the house was empty. | heard strange noises in the night. In the earliest hours of the morning,
Father began to recalve certain vigtors again. | think he summoned them againgt their will. They did not
come to buy.

Then Mother, my sister Hamakina, and | were locked in the bedroom, forbidden to emerge.

Once | peeked out between two loose pands in the door and saw a bent, skeletd figure in the dim
lamplight of the hallway outside, a vistor who stank like something long decayed and dripped with the
water from the river below our house.

Suddenly the vistor glared directly & me as if he had known | was there dl dong, and | turned away
with a gtifled yelp. The memory of that horrible, sunken face stayed with mein my dreams for along time.

| was ten. Hamakina was jugt three. Mother's hair was starting to go gray. | think the darkness began
that year. Sowly, inexorably, Father became, not a magicdian who worked wonders, but a sorcerer, to be
feared.

Our house stood & the very edge of the City of the Reeds, where the great marsh began. It was a vast
place, which had belonged to a priest before Father bought it, a pile of wooden domes and sometimes
tilted boxlike rooms and gap-ing windows fashioned to look like eyes. The house stood on log pilings at
the end of along wharf, otherwise not a part of the ity a al. Wak aong that wharf the other way and
you came to street after Street of old houses, some of them empty, then to the square of the fishmongers,
then to the Street of scribes and paper-makers, and findly to the great docks where the ships of the river
rested at their moorings like dozing whales,

Benesth our house was a floating dock where | could St and gaze undernegth the city. The dilts and
logs and pilings were like a forest stretched out before me, dark and endlesdy mysterious.

Sometimes the other boys and | would paddle our shdlow boats into that dark-ness, and on some
forgotten dock or rubbish hegp or sandbank wed play our secret games, and then the others a-ways
wanted me to do magic.

If I could, | refused with great and mysterious dignity to divulge awesome mysteries | actudly knew no
more about than they. Sometimes | did a little trick of deight-of-hand, but mosily | just disgppointed
them.

Sill, they tolerated me, hoping 1 would reved more, and dso because they were afraid of Father.
Later, when the darkness began, they feared him even more; and when | wandered in the gloom benegath
the city, paddling among the endless wooden pillarsin my little boat, | was done.



| could not understand it then, but Father and Mother quarrelled more, until in the end, | think, she too
was afraid of him. She made me swear once never to become like my father, "never, never do what he
has done," and | swore by the holy name of Surat-Kemad with-out redly knowing what | was promis-ing
not to do.

Then one night when | was fourteen, | woke up suddenly and heard my mother screaming and my
father's angry shouts. His voice was dhill, dis-torted, barely human at times, and | thought he was curang
her in some language | did not know. Then came a crash, pottery and loose wood fdling, and slence.

Hamakinasat up beside mein bed.
"Oh, Sekenre, what isit?"
"Quigt," | said. "l don't know."

Then we heard heavy footsteps, and the bedroom door swung inward. Father stood in the doorway,
his face pale, his eyes wide and strange, a lantern in his upraised hand. Hamakina turned to avoid his

gaze.

He remained there for a minute as if he hadn't seen us, and dowly the expres-sion on his face softened.
He seemed to be remembering something, as if he were waking up from a trance. Then he spoke, his
voice fdtering.

"Son, I've had avison from the gods, but it is your vison, by which you will become a man and know
what your lifeisto be."

| was more bewildered then fright-ened. | got out of bed. The wooden floor was smooth and cold
beneath my bare fedt.

Father was forcing himsdf to be cam. He dung to the edge of the doorway and trembled. He was
trying to say some-thing more, but no words came, and his eyes were wide and wild again.

"Now?" | asked without redlizing whet | was saying.
Father strode forward. He saized me roughly by my robe. Hamakina whim-pered, but he ignored her.

"The gods don't send visons just when it's convenient. Now. Y ou must go into the marshes right now,
and the vison will come to you. Remain there until dawn."”

He dragged me from the room. | glanced back once a my sster, but Father merdy closed the door
behind me and barred it from the outside, locking her in. He blew out his lantern.

The house was entirdy dark and smelled of river mud and worse. There was a trace of something
burning, and of corruption.

Father raised a trapdoor. Below floated the dock where dl our boats were moored.
"Down you go. Now."

| groped my way down, fearfully, shivering. It was early in the spring. The rains were nearly over, but
not quite, and the ar was cold and full of spray.

Father closed the trapdoor over my head.

| found my boat and got in, and sat there in the darkness cross-legged, my feet drawn up under my



robe. Some-thing splashed nearby once, twice. | sat very dill, dutching my paddle firmly, ready to strike
a | knew not what.

Sowly the darkness lessened. Out beyond the marshes, the moon peered through thinning clouds. The
water gleamed Slver and black, waves and shadow. And it was then that | made out what seemed to be
hundreds of croco-diles drifting in the water around me, their snouts barely bresking the surface, ther
eyes sparkling in the dim moon-light.

It was dl | could do not to scream, to keep slent. It was the beginning of my vison, | knew, for these
beasts could easily have tipped over my boat and devoured me. In any case, there were too many of
them for them to be natura creatures.

It was as | leaned over to dip off my mooring line that | saw, quite clearly, that they were not even
crocodiles. Ther bodies were human, ther backs and buttocks as pae as the flesh of drowned men.
These were the evatim, the messengers of the river god. No one ever saw them, I'd aways been told,
save when heis about to die, or ese when the god wishes to speak.

So my father had been tdling the truth. There was avison. Or | was going to die, then and there.

| paddied a short distance off, very carefully. The evatim parted before me. The tip of my paddle
never touched one.

Behind me, in the darkness, | heard someone coming down the ladder onto the dock. Then something
heavy splashed in the water. The evatim hissed, dl as one. It was like the rigng of a grest wind.

| paddied for what fdt like hours among the posts and pillars and dilts, groping my way with my
paddle some-times, until at last | came to open, deep water. | let the current take me a short distance,
and looked back at the City of the Reeds where it crouched amid the marsh like a huge, dumbering
beast. Here and there watchlamps flickered, but the city was dark. No one goes outdoors in the dty a
night: because the mosquitoes swvarm in clouds a sunset, thick as smoke; because the marsh is full of
ghosts who rise up out of the black mud like mis; but modly for fear of the evatim, the
crocodile-headed servants of Surat-Kemad, who crawl out of the water in the darkness and walk like
men through the empty streets, their heavy tails dragging.

Where the city reached into deep water, ships lay a anchor, bulging, ornately-painted vessals come
upriver from the City of the Delta. Many were ablaze with lights, and from them sounded musc and
laughter. The for-eign salors do not know our ways or share our fears.

In the City of the Reeds, dl men who are not beggars wear trousers and leather shoes. Children wear
loose robes and go barefoot. On the very few cold days they ether wrap their feet in rags or day
indoors. When a boy becomes a man, his father giveshim shoes. It is an ancient custom. No one knows
the rea-son for it.

Father had hurried me out of the house without even a cloak. So | passed the night in quiet misery, my
teeth chattering, my hands and feet numb, the cold air burning insde my chest.

Asbest | could, | steered for the shdlows, in among the grasses and reeds, meking my way from one
patch of open water to the next, ducking low benegth vines, sometimes forcing my way through with my

paddie.
A vison of sorts came to me, but dl digointed. | did not understand what the god was trying to say.

The moon seemed to set very sud-denly. The river swallowed it, and for an instant moonlight writhed



on the water like Mother's thousand-jointed crocodile image somehow glowing with light.

| set my paddle down in the bottom of the boat and leaned over, trying to make out the thing's face.
But | only saw muddy water.

Around me, dead reeds towered like iron rods. | let the boat drift. | saw a crocodile once, huge and
ancient and duggish with the cold, drifting like alog. But it was merdy a beast and not one of the evatim.

A bit later | sat in a stagnant pool surrounded by degping white ducks floaing like puffs of cotton on
the black water.

Night birds cried out, but | had no message from them.

| watched the stars, and by the turn-ing of the heavens | knew it was no more than an hour before
dawn. | despaired then and cdled out to Surat-Kemad to send me my vison. | did not doubt that it
would come from him, not from some other god.

At the sametime, | was afraid, for | had made no preparation, no sacrifice.
But Surat-Kemad, he of the mon-strous jaws, was not angry, and the vison came.

The Light rain had stopped, but the ar was colder yet, and, trembling and damp, | huddled in the
bottom of my boat, both hands againgt my chest, dutching my paddie. Perhaps | dept. But, very gingerly,
someone touched me on the shoulder.

| sat up indarm, but the stranger held up afinger, indicating that 1 should be slent. | could not see his
face. He wore a slver mask of the Moon, mottled and rough, with rays around the edges. His white,
ankle-length robe flapped gently in the frigid breeze.

He motioned me to fallow, and | did, slently dipping my paddle into the water. The stranger waked
barefoot on the surface, ripples spreading with every step.

We travelled for a long time through a maze of open pools and tufts of grass, among the dead reeds,
until we came to a half-submerged ruin of a tower, no more than a black, empty shel covered with mud
and vines.

Then hundreds of other robed, masked figures emerged from the marsh, not walking on the water as
hed my guide, but crawling, ther movement a curious waddle, their bodies swaying from sde to Sde as
does that of a crocodile when it comes out on land. | watched in amazement as they gathered around us,
bowing low at the upright man's feet, asif in supplication.

He merely spread his hands and wegpt.

Then | recdled one of my father's stories, about a proud king, whose pal-ace was more resplendent
then the sun, of whom the gods were jedlous. One day a crocodile-headed messenger came into the
glittering court and hissed, "My master summons you, 0 King, as he summons dl.” But the king, in his
pride, bade his guards beat the messenger and throw himinto the river whence he came, for the king did
not fear the gods.

And Surat-Kemad did not care to be feared, only obeyed, so the Great River flooded the land,
swalowing the palace of the king.

"That's not much of agtory,” I'd complained to Father.



"Itismerdly true," hesaid.

Now | looked on in awe, desperate to ask so many questions but afraid to speak. But the sky
lightened, and the weeping of the standing man became merdy the wind rattling in the reeds.

The sun rose, and the supplicants removed ther masks and became medy crocodiles. Tharr robes
were somehow gonein the shifting light. | watched their dark bodies sink into the murky water.

| looked to the standing man, but a long-legged bird remained where he had been. It let out a cry and
took to the air, wings thundering.

The warm sun revived me. | sat up, coughing, my nose running, and looked around. The sunken tower
was dill there, a heap of dead stone. But | was done.

It was midday before | got back to the City of the Reeds.

Thedty is a different place in the daylight, bright banners waving from towers, houses likewise bright
with hangings and with designs painted on walls and roofs. The ships of the river unload by day, and the
streets are filled with the babble of tongues, while trad-ers and officids and barbarians and city wives dl
heggle together.

It is a place of sharp fish andls and strange incense and leather and wet canvas and unwashed
rivermen who bring outlandish beasts from the vil-lages high in the mountains, near the hirthplace of the
river.

By day, too, there are a thousand gods, one for every stranger, for every trades-man, for everyone
who has ever passed through or resided or merdly dreamed of a new god during an afternoon nap. In the
street of carvers one can buy idals of dl these gods, or even have new images made if one happens to be
divindy insoired at the time.

At night, of course, there isonly Surat-Kemad, whose jaws rend the liv-ing and the dead, whose body
isthe black water, whose teeth are the stars.






But it was by day | returned, meking my way through the tangle of ships and smdler boats, past the
wharves and floating docks, then beneath the city until | came out the other Side near my father's house.

Hamakina ran to me when | emerged through the trapdoor, her face dream-ing with tears. She
embraced me, sob-bing.

"Oh Sekenre, I'm so efraid!™

"Where is Father?' | asked, but she only screamed and buried her face in my robe. Then | sad,
"Whereis Mother?'

Hamakina looked up into my face and said very softly, "Gone."
" She has gone to the gods, my son.”

| looked up. Father had emerged from his workroom, his sorcerer's robe wrapped loosdy over soiled
white trou-sers. He hobbled toward us, dragging himsdf asif he didn't quite know how to walk. | thought
there was something wrong with his legs.

Hamakina screamed and ran out onto the wharf. | heard the front door bang againg the outside of the
house.

| stood my ground.

"Fether, whereisMother?"

"Asl said. .. goneto the gods."

"Will she be coming back?" | asked, hopeless as | did.

Father did not answer. He stood there for a moment, Saring into space, asif heldd forgotten | was even
there. Then he said suddenly, "What did you see, Sekenre?"

| told him.

Hewasslent again.

"I don't know," | said. "It didn't mean anything. Did | do something wrong?'

For once he spoke to me tenderly, as he had in the old days when | was very smal.

"No, fathful child, you did nothing wrong. Remember that the vison of your life goes on as long as
your life does; and, like your life it is a mysery, a maze, with many turnings, many things suddenly
reveded, many things forever hidden. The longer you live, the more you will understand what you have
seen this night. Each new piece of the vast puzzle changes the meaning of dl that has gone before as you
draw nearer and nearer the truth ... but you never reach your destination, not entirdy.”

The cold and the damp had given me a fever. | lay ill for a week, often ddirious, sometimes dreaming
that the masked figure in the vison stood at my bedside, barefoot on the surface of the black water while
dead reeds rattled dl around. Sometimes, as the sun rose, he took off his mask and a heron screamed a
me, legping into the air on thunder-ous wings. Sometimes it was my father beneath the mask. He came to
me each dawn, put his hand on my forehead, recited words | couldn't make out, and bade me drink a
sweet-tagting syrup.



After the fever had gone, | saw him veary little. He retreated to his work-room, noisly barring the door.
Ham-akina and | were left to care for our-salves. Sometimes it was hard just find-ing food. We tried to
assemble the leftover pieces of Mother's hevats but seldom got much for the results.

Meanwhile, lightning and thunder issued from the workroom. The whole house shook. Sometimes
there were in-credibly foul odors, and my sister and | would spend our nights outdoors, on rooftops
among the beggars of the aity, despite dl the dangers. And once, as | crouched by the workroom door,
terri-fied and holding back tears, Father spoke and | heard him answered by many voices, dl of them
fant and far away. One sounded like Mother. All were afraid, pleading, babbling, screaming.

At times | wondered where Mother had gone, and tried to comfort Ham-akina.

But in my worst fears, | knew per-fectly wel what had happened to her. | could not tdl Hamakina
that.

There was no one | could turn to, for now Father was the most feared of dl the city's black sorcerers,
and even the priests dared not anger him. De-mons of the air and of the river regularly convened a our
house. | heard them scratching, their wings and tails drag-ging, whilemy sister and | huddled in our room,
or kept to the rooftops.

In the streets, people turned away when they saw us, made Sgns and spat.

Then one day Father came to me, moving dowly and panfully, asif he were very old. He sat me down
a the kitchen table and stared into my eyes for along time. | was afraid to turn from his gaze. He had
been weeping.

"Sekenre" he said, very gently, "do you love your father ill?'
| could not answer.

"You mugt understand that | love you very much,” he said, "and | dways will, no matter what happens.
| want you to be happy. | want you to do wdl in your life Marry afinegirl. | don't want you to become
what | have become. Be afriend to everybody. Have no enemies. Hate no one” "

"But. . . how?"
He took me by the hand, firmly. "Come. Now."
| wasterribly afraid, but | went.

There was near panic as he came into the city, yanking me dong, walking in his strange way with his
whole back writhing and rippling beneath his sor-cerer's robe like a serpent trying to stagger on heavy
legs

People shouted and ran as we passed. Women snatched up ther children. A pair of priests crossed
their staves to make asgn againg us. But Father ignored them dll.

We came to a dtreet of fine houses. Agtonished faces stared down at us from high windows. Then
Father led me to the end of an dley, down a tunnd, and into a yard behind one of the mansons. He
knocked a a door. An old man appeared, by his garb a scholar. He gasped and made a 9gn to ward off
evil.

Father pushed meingde.



"Teach my son what you know," he said to the old man. "I will pay wel."

That was how | became an apprentice to Veachronos the historian, scribe, and poet. | knew letters
dready, but he taught me to make fine ones full of swirls and beautiful colors. Then he taught me
something of the higtory of our city, and of the river and the gods. | sat with him for long hours, heping to
transcribe ancient books.

Clearly Father wanted me to become learned, so that | would dwell in honor among the people of the
city, and know at least modest comfort, as Veachronos did. The old man remarked on this once, "You
sdldom see arich scholar — or a garving one.™

But my sster was ignored completely. Once, when | came home after lessons and found Father
outsde of hiswork-room, | said, "What about Hamakina?'

He shrugged. "Take her dong. It hardly matters.”

So Vedachronos had two apprentices. | think he accepted us out of fear at fird. | tried to convince him
we were not mongters. Gradualy he acquiesced. Farther paid him double. | labored over the books.
Hamaking, too, learned to paint beautiful letters, and Veachronos taught her something of music, so she
could 9ng the ancient balads of the city. Her voice was very beautiful.

He was kind to us. | remember the time with him fondly. He was like a grandfather or a generous
uncle. He took usto the children's fedtival that spring, and rose from his seat to gpplaud when Hamakina
won the prize in the contest of the masks and the sparrow-headed image of the god Haedos-Kemad
leaned forward and showered her with candy.

| felt too old for that sort of thing, yet Father had never taken meto the priests to declare me a man. It
isa gmplerite unless parents want to make it elabo-rate. Thereisonly a amdl fee. | had aready had my
vigon from the gods. Y et Father did not take me and | remained a child, either because | was somehow
unworthy, or he merdy forgot.

Meanwhile his sorceries grew more extreme. At night the sky flickered from horizon to horizon, and
sometimes he came out onto the wharf in front of our house to speak with the thunder. It answered back,
cdling out his name, and, on occasion, My name.

The stenches from the workroom worsened, and there were more voices, more tarifying vistorsin the
night. But, too, Father would sometimes stag-ger about the house, pulling & his beard, flaling his ams
like a madman, like someone possessed by a frenzied spirit, and he would seize me and shake me so
hard it hurt and plead with me, "Do you love me, son? Do you dill love your father?!

| could never answer him. It drove me to tears many times. | locked mysdlf in my room and he would
gtand outside the door, sobbing, whispering, "Do you love me? Do you?'

Then came an evening when | sat sudying in my room — Hamakina was off somewhere — and a
huge barbarian adventurer dimbed in through the win-dow, followed by a little rat-faced man from the
City of the Ddlta

The barbarian snatched the book from my hands and threw it into the river. He took me by the wrist
and jerked. My forearm snapped. | let out a little yelp of pain and the rat-faced man hdd a long, thin
knife like an enormous pin to my face, pressng gently on one cheek, then the other, just below my eyes.

He whispered, flashing filthy teeth. His bresth stank.

"Where's yer famous wizard da who's got dl the treasure? Tdl us, brat, or Il make a blind girl out of



ye and tie yer guts fer braids —"

The barbarian merdly grabbed me by the front of my gown in one huge hand and dammed me againgt
the wdl so hard that blood poured out of my nose and mouth.

| could only nod to my left, toward Father's workroom.

Later, when | returned to conscious-ness, | heard the two of them screaming. The screaming went on
for days behind Father's door, while | lay feverish and Hamakina wiped my forehead but could do
nothing more. It was only when the screaming faded to distant murmurs, like the voices I'd heard that one
time before, like the voice that might have been Mother's, that Father came and heded me with his
meagic. His face was ashen. He looked very tired.

| dept and the barefoot man in the siver mask kndt on the surface of the water, sending ripples dl
around my bed. He whispered to me the story of the heron boy who stood among the flock in the dawn
light and was left behind when the birds took flight, sanding there, waving his graceless, featherless arms.

A few weeks later, Veachronos threw us out. | don't know what happened with him at the end.
Perhaps it was just a rumor, or a culmination of rumors, or he might even have heard the truth about
something | did not know, but one day, when Hamakina and | came for our lessons, he stood in the
doorway and dl but shrieked, "Begone! Get out of my house, devil-spawn!"

He wouldn't explain or say anything more. There was nothing to do but leave,

That night a vast sorm came up from the mouth of the river, a black, swirling mass of clouds like a
mongter huge enough to smother the world, lumbering on a thousand flickering, fiery legs. The river, the
very marshes, raged like the frenzied chaos-ocean that existed before the Earth was made, while the sky
thundered light and dark; and for an ingtant you could see for miles across froth-capped waves and reeds
lashing in the wind; then there was only utter blackness and ginging rain and the thunder once more,
thunder cdling out my father's name again and again.

He answered it, from within his secret room, his voice as loud as the thunder, spesking a language that
did not sound like human speech at dl, but shrieks and grating cackles and whistles like the raging wind.

In the morning, dl the ships were scattered and hdf the city was blasted away. The ar was heavy with
the cries of mourners. The river ran beneath our house muddy and furious where before it had been mere
shdlows.

Many people saw the crocodile-headed messengers of the Devouring God thet day.
My sister and | sat in our room, dmogt afraid to speak even to each other. We could not go out.

From Father's workroom there was only slence that went on for so long that, despite everything, |
began to fear for him. | met Hamakinas gaze, and she stared back, wide-eyed and dazed. Then she
nodded.

| went to the workroom door and knocked.
"Father? Areyou dl right?"

To my surprise, he opened the door a once and came out. He steadied himsdf againg the doorway
with one hand and hung there, bresthing heavily. His hands were gnarled, like claws. They looked like
they had been burned.



Hisface was s0 pale, so wild, that part of me wasn't even sure it was Father until he spoke.
"l an going to die" he said. "It istime for me to go to the gods."
And, again despite everything, | wept for him.

"Now you must be afathful son for the last time" he said. "Gather reeds and bind them together into a
funerd boat. When you are done, | Sl be dead. Place meinit and set me adrift, so that | shall come, as
dl men do, to Surat-Kemad."

"No, Father! Itisn't so!"
When | wept, | was remembering him as he had been in my early childhood, not as he had become.
He squeezed my shoulder hard and hissed angrily, "Quite inevitably, it is. Go!"

So Hamakina and | went together. Somehow our house had lost only a few shingles in the storm, and
the dock below the trapdoor was dill there. My boat was too, but sunken and dangling from its line We
struggled to pull it up, dumped it out, and st it afloat. Miracu-loudy, not even the paddies had been logt.

We diimbed in and paddied in slence for about an hour, far enough into the marshes that the waters
were agan shdlow and ill and reeds as thick as my am swayed againg the sky like trees. With a
hatchet 1'd brought dong for the purpose, | cut down severa, and Hamakina and | labored throughout
the day to make a crude boat. In the eve-ning, we towed it back to our house.

| ascended the ladder firgt, while she waited fearfully below.

For thefirg time | could remember, the door to Father's workroom was Ieft open. He lay insde, on a
couch amid shelves of books and bottles, and a a glance | knew that he was dead.

There was little to do that night. Hamakina and | made a cold supper out of what we could find in the
pantry. Then we barred the windows and doors, and pushed a heavy trunk over the trapdoor, lest the
evatim crawl up and devour the corpse, as they sometimes do.

| explored the workroom only a little, going through Father's books, opening trunks, peering into
coffers. If he had any treasure, | didn't find it. Then | picked up a murky bottle and something insde
screamed at me with atiny, faraway voice. | dropped the bottle in fright. It broke and the screaming thing
scurried across the floorboards.

The house was full of voices and noises, creakings, whispers, and Sghs. Once something heavy, like a
huge bird perhaps, flapped and scraped againg a shuttered window. My sster and | stayed up most of
the night, lanternsin our hands, armed with clubs againg whatever terrors the darkness might hold. | sat
on the floor outsde the workroom, leaning againg the door. Hamakina lay with her face in my lap,
sobhing softly.

Eventudly | fdl adeep, and Mother came to mein a dream, leaning over me, dripping water and river
mud, shrieking and tearing her hair. | tried to tdl her that dl would be wdl, that | would take care of
Hamaking, that | would grow up to be a scribe and write letters for people. | promised | wouldn't be like
Father.

But dill she wept and paced back and forth dl night. In the morning, the floor was wet and muddy.

Hamakina and | rose, washed, put on our best clothes, and went to the priests. On the way, some
people turned their backs to us while others screamed curses and cdled us murderers. In the square



before the temple, a mob approached with knives and clubs, and | waved my hands and made what |
hoped looked like magicd gestures urtil they turned and fled, shouting that | was just as bad as my
Father. In that Sngleingant, | amogst wished | were.

A whole amy of priests followed us back to the house, resplendent in their billowing gold-and-silver
trousers, ther blue jackets, and their tdl, scale-covered hats. Many of them hdd doft sacred ikons of
Surat-Kemad, and of the other gods too: of Ragun-Kemad, the Lord of Eagles, and Bel-Kemad, god of
soring, and of Mdliventra, the Lady of the Lantern, who sends forgiveness and mercy. Acolytes chanted
and sivung smoking incense-pots on golden chains.

But they would not let us back into the house. Two temple matrons stood with us on the wharf, holding
Hamakina and me by the hand. The neighbors watched from a distance, fearfully.

The priests emptied out Father's workroom, bresking open the shutters, pouring bottle after bottle of
powders and liquids into the river, dumping many of his books in &fter, then more bottles, then mogt of
the jars, carvings, and strange specimens. Other books, they confiscated. Junior priests carried heaps of
them back to the temple in baskets. Then it seemed the exorciams went on for hours. They used so much
incense that | thought the house was on fire.

In the end, the priests marched away as solemnly as they had come, and one of the matrons gave me a
sword which had been my father's, a fine wegpon, its grip bound in copper wire, its blade inlaid with
slver.

"You may need this" was dl she would say

Feafully, my sster and | ventured ingde the house. The ar was s0 thick with incense that we ran,
choking, our eyes sreaming, to open dl the windows. Still, the burners hung everywhere and we dared
not remove them.

Father lay on the couch in his work-room, bound in gauze. The priests had removed his eyes and
placed amulets like huge coins in the empty sockets. | knew this was because they were afraid he would
find hisway back otherwise.

Hamakina and | had to get him down to the funeral boat. There was no one to help us. It was aterrible
druggle. Hamakina was, after dl, only eight, and | was fifteen. More than once | was afrad we would
accidentdly drop him.

One of the gold amulets fdl out. The empty socket gaped like a dry, red wound. | was dmogt sck
when | had to put the amulet back.

The funerd boat was hung with gauize and charms. Incense rose from a slver cup set in the prow. One
of the priests had painted a symbol, a serpent swalowing itstail, only broken, on the stern.

In the twilight of evening, Hamakina and | towed the funerd boat out into the deep water beyond the
cty, among the crooked masts of the wrecked ships, and beyond.

The sky faded gently from red to black, streaked with the purple tatters of the last few storm clouds.
An dmod frigid wind blew out of the marshes. The stars gleamed, multiplied upon the rip-pling water.

| stood in my shdlow boat and recited the service for the dead as best as | knew it, for my father
whom | dill loved and feared and did not understand. Then Hamakina let loose the line, and the funerd
boat began to drift, firg down-stream toward the delta and the sea; but in the darkness, just before it
disap-peared, it was dearly going upstream. That was a good sgn. It meant the boat had caught the



black current, which carries the dead out of the world of the living, into the abode of the gods.

| thought, then, that | had time to mourn. When we got back, the house was merdy empty. For the
firg imein many years, | was not afrad. It was dmost bewildering.

| dept quietly that night. | did not dream. Hamaking, too, was qui€t.

The next morning an old woman who lived in one of the firsg houses at the other end of the wharf
knocked on our door and said, "Children? Are you wel? Do you have enough to eat?'

Sheleft abasket of food for us.

That, too, was a good sign. It meant that the neighbors would eventudly forgive us. They didn't redly
think | was as my father had been.

| took the basket ingde dowly, weep-ing hdf for joy. Life would be better. | remembered my promise
to my mother. | would be different. The next day, surdly, or the day after, Velachronos would take us
back and we could resume our lessons.

Only that night Father came to mein a dream, and he stood before my bed wrapped in gauize, his face
terrible be-hind the golden disks. His voice was — | cannot truly describe it — aily, like something
dripping, something thick and vile and the mere fact that such a sound could form itsdf into words
seemed the greatest obscenity of dl.

"I have delved too far into the dark-ness, my son, and my ending can only come with the find mystery.
| seek it. My gtudies are dmogt complete. It is the culminaion of dl my labors. But there is one thing |
need, one thing | have come back for."

Andinmy dream | asked him, "Fa-ther, what isit?"
"Your Sgter.”

Then | awoke to the sound of Ham-akina screaming. She reached for my hand, missed, caught the
edge of the bed, and fdl with athump, dragging the covers onto the floor.

| dways kept alit lantern on the stand by the bed. Now | opened the little metal door, flooding the
room with light.

"Sekenrel Help me!”

| stared increduloudy for just an in-stant as she hung suspended in the air, dangling, as if an invisble
hend had seized her by the hair. Then she screamed once more and seemed to fly through the window.
For a second she grabbed hold of the SlI. She looked toward me. Our eyes met. But before | could do
or say anything she was yanked loose and hauled through.

| ran to the window and leaned out.
There was no splash; the water below rippled gently. The night was dill. Ham-akina was Smply gone.
[

In the morning, the third after Father's desth, | went to see the Sybil. There was nothing dse to do.
Everyonein the City of the Reeds knows that when the great crisis of your life comes, when there is truly
no dternative but surrender and desth and no risk is too greet, then it istime to see the Syhil.



Fortunate is the man who has never called on her goes the old saying. But | was not fortunate.

Sheis cdled the Daughter of the River, and the Voice of Surat-Kemad, and the Mother of Deeth, and
many other things. Who she is and what she is, no one has ever known; but she dwelt, fearsomely, the
subject of countless ter-rifying stories, benesth the very heart of the city, among the pilings, where the log
posts that hold up the great houses are thick as any forest. | had heard of the terrible price she was
reputed to demand for her prophecies, and that those who vidted her came away irrepa-rably changed if
they came away a dl. Yet gnce time immemorid she had dwelt there, and for as long people went to
ligen to her words.

| went. For an offering, | had my father's sword, the slver one the temple matron gave me,

It was in the earliest dawn twilight that | dipped once more through the trapdoor beneath our house.
To the east, to my right, the sky was just beginning to brighten into gray, but before me, toward the heart
of the city, night lingered.

| paddied amid the wreckage left by the recent sorm: planks, bobbing bar-rels and trunks, and, once,
adowly ralling corpse the evatim had somehow overlooked. Further in, a huge house had fdlen on its
supports, now awash and broken, its windows gaping like black mouths. Later, when the gloom lessened
ahit, I came upon a capsized ship jammed among the pillars like a vast, dead fish caught in reeds, its
rigging tralling in the black water.

Jugt beyond it, the dark, irregular mass of the Syhil's dwdling hung sus-pended, undamaged by the
gorm, of course.

There's another story they tel about her: that the Sybil was never young, but was born an old heg in
the blood of her mother's desth, and that she stood up in the pool of her mother's blood, in the darkness
a the world's beginning; and she closed her hands together, then opened them, and columns of flame
rose up from her pams.

My father used to do thet trick, and once he grew terribly angry when | tried it, even though I'd just sat
daing at my hands, opening and dosng them with-out understanding or results. It was enough thet | had
made the attempt. He was perhaps even frightened at fird, at the prospect that | might try again and
eventualy succeed. Then his face shifted from shock to cold fury. That was the only time in my life he
ever beat me.

But when the Sybil made fire with her hands she rolled the flames into bals with her fingers She
breathed on one to make it dim, and released them both — the Sun and Moon. Then she drank long and
deep of the Great River where her mother's blood flowed into it, stood up by moonlight, and spat out the
sparkling stars. And by sarlight the multitude of gods awoke aong the banks of the river and beheld the
Earth for the fird time.

As| gazed upon her house, | could dmogt believe the story. No, | did believeiit.

The Syhil's house was more of an immense cocoon, like a spider's web filled to overflowing with
debris and dead things, spun and accumulated since the beginning of time. It hung from the underside of
the aty itsdf, its outer strands a tangle of ropes and netting and vines and fibers dretching out into the
darkness in every direction until | could not tel where the enormous nest began or ended.

But the core of it hung down dmog to the water, like a monstrous bdly. | reached up and tied my
boat to it, dipped Father's sword under my belt, bound my robe up to free my legs, and started to dimb.

The ropes trembled, whispering like muted thunder. Mud and debris fdl in my face, solashing Al



around me. | hung on desperately, then shook my head to clear my eyes, and continued dimhbing.

Higher up, in complete darkness, | squeezed dong a tunnd of rotting wood, sometimes losng my grip
and diding backwards for a terifying ingant be-fore | found another hold. The darkness was ... heavy. |
hed the impression of an endless mass of debrisindl directions, shifting, grinding as | wriggled through it.
Sometimes there was an overweming stench of decay.

| crawled over the upturned hull of a boat. It swayed gently beneath my weight. Something soft fell,
then dithered againg its Sde. All the while my hands and bare feet scraped desper-ately for purchase
agang the rotting wood.

Then came more rope, more netting, and in the dimmest twilight | was in a chamber where trunks,
wicker baskets, and heavy day jugsdl heaved and crashed together as | crawled among them.

Serpents and fishes writhed beneath my touch amid reeking dime.

And yet again in utter darkness | made my way on hands and knees across a ssemingly solid, wooden
floor. Then the boards snapped benesth me and | tumbled screaming amid ropes and wood and what
touch aone told me were hundreds of human bones. | came to rest on heaving netting with a skull in my
lgp and bones ratling down over my bare legs. | threw the skull away and tried to jump up, but my feet
did through the net and | fdt only empty space below.

| dangled there, dinging desperately to the rope netting. It broke and | was left screaming once more,
swinging in the darkness while an avalanche of bones splashed into the water far below.

One further story 1'd heard came to me just then: that when someone drowns in the river, the evatim
eat hisflesh, but the bones go to the Syhil, who divines fortunes from them.

So it seemed.

At precisdly this point she cdled out to me, and her voice was like an autumn wind rattling in dead
reeds.

"Son of Vashtem.”

| dung tighter to the remnants of the net, gulped, and cdled up into the darkness.
"I'm here."

"Sorcerer, son of sorcerer, | await your coming."

| was s0 startled | nearly let go.

"But I'm not asorcerer!"

"Sorcerer, son of sorcerer.”

| started dimbing once more, dl the whiletdling her about mysdf in broken, panting speech. Still a few
bones fdl, suddenly out of the darkness, striking me on the head as if in sarcastic reply to what | gasped
out. But dill | told her how | had never done any magic mysdf, how | had promised my mother never to
be like my father, how | was apprenticed to the learned Veachronos, how | was going to be a scribe
fird, then maybe write books of my own, if only Velachro-nos would take me back when this was dl
over.

Then the Sybil's face appeared to me suddenly in the darkness above, like a ful moon from behind a



cloud. Her face was pae and round, her eyes inexpress-ibly black, and | think her skin did glow faintly.

And she said to me, laughing gently, " Sorcerer, son of sorcerer, you're ar-guing with the dread Syhil.
Now istha a brave thing to do, or just foolish?'

| stopped, swinging gently from Sde to Side on the ropes.
"I'msorry. | didn't meanto—"

"What you mean is not necessarily what you do, Sekenre. Whether or not you're sorry afterwards
means nothing a dl. There. | have spoken your name once. Sekenre. | have spoken it twice. Do you
know what happensif | speak it three times?"

| said meekly, "No, Great Sybil."
"Sorcerer, son of sorcerer, come up and St before me. Do not be afraid.”

| dlimbed up to where she was. | could barely make out a wooden shdlf or ledge, covered with bones
and debris. | reached out gingerly with one foot and my toes found, surprisingly, solid, dry planking. | let
go of the ropes and sat. The Syhil reached up and opened the door of a box-lantern, then of another,
and an-other. | thought of lazy beasts winking themsdlves awake.

Now light and shadow flickered in the tiny, low-celinged room. The Sybil sat cross-legged, a blanket
with gleaming embroidery draped over her knees. A man-headed serpent with scales like slver coins lay
curled in her Igp. Once it hissed and she leaned low while it whispered in her ear.

Silence followed. She gazed into my eyes for along time.
| held out my father's sword.
"Lady, thisisdl | haveto offer —"

She hissed, judt like the serpent, and for an indant seemed dartled, even afraid. She waved the sword
away.

"Sekenre, you are interrupting the Sybil. Now, again, isthat brave or just foolishness?'

There. She had spoken my name thrice. | fdt an indant of sheer terror. But nothing happened.
She laughed again, and her laugh was a human one, dmogt kindly.

"A mogt inappropriate gift, sorcerer, son of sorcerer.”

"I don't understand . . . I'm sorry, Lady."

"Sekenre, do you know what that sword is?'

"It was my father's"

"Itisthe sword of a Knight Inquisitor. Your father tried to deny what he was, even to himsdf. So he
joined ahaly order, an order of dtrictest discipline, devoted to the destruction of dl things of darkness, dl
the wild things, witches, sorcerers, even the wild gods. He was like you, boy, a your age. He wanted so
much to do the right thing. For dl the good it did him. In the end, he only had the sword.”

"Lady, | have nothing else—"



"Sekenre — there, | sad it again. You are very specid. The path before you is very specid. Your
future is not a matter of how many times | speak your name. Keep the sword. You shdl need it. | require
no payment from you, not yet anyway."

"Will you requireit later, Grest Sybil?'
She leaned forward, and | saw that her teeth were sharp and pointed. Her breath smdled of river mud.

"Your entire life shdl be payment enough. All things come to me in proper time, even as you, | think,
come to me now, when your need is grestest.”

Then | began to tdl her why | had come, about Father, and what had hap-pened to Hamakina.
"Sorcerer, son of sorcerer, you are lecturing the Sybil. Brave or foolish?'

| wept. "Please, Great Lady ... | don't know what I'm supposed to say. | want to do the right thing.
Please don't be angry. Tdl me what to do.”

"Sorcerer, son of sorcerer, everything you do is the correct thing, part of the great pattern which |
observe, which | weave, which | prophesy. At each new turning of your life the pattern is made anew. All
the meanings are changed. Y our father understood that, when he came back from beyond the sea, no
longer a Knight Inquisitor because he knew too much of sorcery. He had become a sorcerer by fighting
sorcery. He was like a doctor who contracts the patient's disease. His knowledge was like a door that
has been opened and can never be closed again. A door. In hismind."

"No," | said softly. "I will not be like him."

"Hear then the prophecy of the Sybil, sorcerer, son of sorcerer. You shall journey into the very
belly of the beadt, into the mouth of the God Who Devours."

"Lady, we are dl on ajourney inthislife, and when we die—"

"Sorcerer, son of sorcerer, do you accept the words of the Sybil of your own will, as a gift
given?"

| was afraid to ask her what would happen if | refused. It wasn't much of a choice.
"Lady, | accept.”

"Itisof your will then. If you stray from your path, if you step aside, that, too, changes the weaving of
dl lives"

"Lady, | only want to get my sster back and —"
"Then accept these too.”

She pressed something into my hand. Her touch was cold and hard, like living iron. The serpent thing
in her lap hissed, dmost forming words.

| held my open hand up to one of the lanterns and saw two grave coins on my pam.

"Sorcerer, son of sorcerer, on this day you are a man. Your father did not raise you to manhood
before he left you. Therefore | must perform the rite”

The serpent thing vanished into her dothing. She rose, her movement fluid as smoke. | could only see



her face and hands, like lanterns themsdves floating in the haf-light. She took a dlver band and bound
my har as the men of the city bind it. She gave me a pair of baggy trousers such as the men of the city
wear. | put them on. They were much too long. | rolled them up to my knees.

"They used to belong to a pirate,” she said. "He won't be needing them now.”

She rummeaged around among the debris and produced a sngle boot. | tried to put it on. It was nearly
twice the sze of my foot.

She 9ghed. "Always the pattern changes. I'm sure it's portentous. Never mind.”
She took the boot from me and threw it aside.
Then she leaned down and kissed me on the forehead. The touch of her lips was so cold it burned.

"Now you are marked by the Syhil, sorcerer, son of sorcerer, and by that mark men will know you.
Because you are marked, you may cdl on methree times, and | shdl hear you and reply. But beware. If
you ask my favor more than that, | shdl own you, like dl the thingsin my house. Thet isthe price | ask of
you."

She gave me awater bottle and a leather bag with food in it — cheese, bread, and dried fish — and
told me to put the grave coinsin the bag too so | wouldn't lose them.

The bag had a long cord. | dipped it over my neck. | hung the bottle from the loose bet | wore
outside my robe.

My forehead was numb where she had kissed me. | reached up and fet the spot. It was cold asice.

"Now go, sorcerer, son of sorcerer, into the very jaws of the Devourer, of your own will. Go, as the
Syhil has prophe-sied, right now —"

She stamped her foot once. | screamed as the floor svung away beneath me like a trapdoor and | was
fdling endlesdy down amid glowing white bones and debris and the Sybil's tumbling lamps. | saw her
face once, far above, stresking away in the darkness like a shooting star.

| hit the water hard and sank deep, but somehow reached the surface again, lungs burdting. | started to
swvim. The sword cut my legs. The bag choked me. | dmogt threw them both away, but did not, and
dowly, dumsly made my back to where | thought my boat waited. | looked around feafully for the
evatim, which surdly haunted this place.

Above, the house of the Sybil was slent and dark.

At last my feet touched soft mud and | stood up in the gloom. Faint light filtered among the ten
thousand wooden legs of the city.

| waded through thick mud, then into open water and fdl in over my head and swam a short distance,
druggling toward the light. Then my feet found a sand bank, and | climbed out of the water and rested.

A whole night mugt have passed then, for | dept through terrible dreams of my father in his sorcerer's
robe, saking back and forth at the water's edge, his face so twisted with rage that he hardly seemed to
be my father a dl. He would leen over, raise his hand to strike, then pause, Sartled, even araid, asif he
hed seen something in my face he had never seen there before.

| tried to call out to him.



Suddenly | was awake, in totd dark-ness. A footstep splashed nearby. Far away, the birds of the
marshes sang to announce the dawn.

And my father's voice spoke.
"Sekenre ... do you ill love me?"

| could not answer. | only sat terribly Hill, shivering in the cold ar, my knees drawvn up to my ches,
hands clasped tight to my wridts.

Daylight came as a gray blur. | saw a boat nearby, beached on the same sand-bank. It was not my
own, but afunerd boat, made of bound reeds.

For an ingant | thought | understood fully what the Sybil had prophesied and | froze in terror, but |
hed known so much of terror inmy life dready that | had grown indifferent to it. | couldn't bring mysdf to
care. | couldn't think coherently.

Like one bewitched, when the body acts of its own accord without the will of the mind, | pushed the
boat out into open water, then dimbed in and lay ill among the scented corpse-wrappings.

| felt only resignation now. So it had been prophesied.

Almog on awhim, | reached into the lesther bag and took out the two grave coins. | placed them over
my eyes.

For alongtime | lay dill and listened to the water lapping againg the side of the boat. Then even that
sound faded, and | fet, very didinctly, the boat reverse direction, and | knew | was drifting with the
black current now, out of the world of the living, into the land of the dead. The water was slent, asif the
boat were gliding dong ariver of ail. | could hear the pounding of my own heart.

| lay awake and tried to make sense out of my adventure with the Sybil, reviewing every detal in
search of some centra thread by which dl the parts would be connected, like beads on a necklace,
assuming form and meaning. But there was nathing. | had expected as much. It isthe way of prophecies:
you don't understand them until they're about to come true, and then, suddenly, the whole pattern is
revealed.

Even the dlence of the river and the thunder of my heart were part of the pattern.
Evenmy sgter'svoice.

| thought it was just aringing in my ears at firs, but it formed words, very week, very far away, at the
very thresh-old of hearing.

"Sekenre" she said. "Hdp me. I'm logt.”

| called back to her, ether with my voice or my mind.

"l am coming, little one. Wait for me."

She sobbed hoarsdly, sucking in bresth asif she had been crying for along time.

"It'sdark here."



"It'sdark here, t0o," | said gently.
She was too brave to say she was afraid.
"Hamakina— is Father with you?'

Something splashed in the water right next to the boat, and my father's voice whispered, inches from
nmy ear.

"Sekenre, if you love me, go back. | command you to go back! Do not come herel™
| let out aydl and sat up. The grave coinsfdl into my lap. | twisted about, looking al around.

The boat did past huge, black reeds. In the dlent darkness, white herons stood in rows dong the
river's edge, fantly glowing as the Syhil's face had glowed. And in the water, the evatim watched me,
rank upon rank of them like dead-white, naked men with croco-dile heads, lying motionless in the
shd-lows. But there was no sgn of Father.

Above me, the ky was dark and clear, and the stars were not the stars of Earth, but fewer, paer,
amos gray, arranged in the congtdlations of the dead, which are described in the Books of the Deed: the
Hand, the Harp, the Jar of Forgetting, the Eye of Surat-Kemad.

Very caefully, | picked up the grave coins and put them back inmy bag. | was thirsy and drank a Sp
from the water bottle. I could not drink river water here, for only the dead may drink of the water of the
dead, and only the dead may eat the fruits of the land of the dead. Thet too is written in the Books of the
Dead.

And so | gazed with mortd, uncovered eyes into the darkness that never ends. Far behind me, dong
the way | had come, there was a fant suggestion of light, a mere pding of the sky, as if way back there
was an opening through which | had aready passed. The living world drew farther and farther away with
each passing indan.

The white herons rose as one and for amoment the air was filled with the utterly slent passage of their
wings Then they were gone. They too, like the evatim, were messengers of the God of the Dark River.

But for me there was no message.

| began to see ghosts among the reeds, stting up in the mud as | passed, beseeching me to take them
aboard my funerd boat so they might go properly into the find land. They were no more than wisps of
smoke, suggestions of shapes glimpsed from the corner of the eye. When | looked directly a any one of
them, | could not seeit.

Some cdled out in languages | had never heard before. Only a few spoke of places and people | had
known. | was afraid of these few. | did not want them to recognize me. | lay back down in the bottom of
my boat and put the coins back over my eyes. | dept fitfully after a while and dreamed of my father. He
paced back and forth on the surface of the black water, his trailing robe send-ing ripples as he walked,
his face con-torted with rage. Once he stopped and seemed to shake me furioudy, saying, "No, my son,
no. Thisis not what | wanted for you. | command you. | forbid you.. .. because | love you dill. Go back
to Reedland. Go!"

But, inmy dream, | only answered, "Father, | will go if you let me take Hamakina back with me"

He made no answer but continued to rage and pace, too furious even to ask if | loved him.



| awoke from my dream to the faint sound of Snging like many voices car-ried on the wind from far
away. | sat up once more, put the coinsin my bag, and saw a vad trireme bearing down on me, its sal
bdlied full, its oars thrashing the water into foam.

Yet it was an insubgtantid thing like the ghodts in the reeds, a shape of smoke. The voices of the
oarsmen were muted, the throbbing of the pace-setter's drum like the failing thunder of a digtant, dying
gorm. The stars shone through the hull and sall, and the foam of the oars was a phantom thing, the water
around me gill black and smooth and Slent.

This was a wonder, but no mystery, for the Great River co-exists with the River of the Dead, for dl
that they flow in different directions. Sometimes the rivermen flegtingly glimpse the traffic of the dark
current, faint shapes in the night. When they do, they reckon it a bad omen and make sacrifices to soothe
the anger of whatever god might have been offended.

Now I, on the River of the Dead, saw the living as phantoms. The trireme loomed up, and then my
boat passed through it. For a moment | was among the oarsmen and | could amdl the reek of their
laborings. Then a richly-furnished cabin swam around me. A great lord feasted, surrounded by his
followers. | think it was the Satrap of Reedland himsdf. One lady of his com-pany paused, cup in hand.
Our eyes met. She looked more startled than afraid. She poured out a little of her wine, as if to make a
libetion to me.

Then the trireme was gone, and | lay back again, the coins on my eyes, my father's sword clutched
agang my chest.

| dept once more and dreamt once more, but my dream was only a confu-son, shapes in the
darkness, and sounds | could not make out. | awoke parched and famished, and took another sp from
my water bottle, and ate alittle of the food in the leather bag.

It was as | ate that | redlized that the river was no longer flowing. The boat lay absolutdy mationless in
the middle of a black, endless, dead marsh benegth the grey stars. Even the evatim and the ghosts were

gone.

| was truly afraid. | thought | would be |eft there forever. No, somehow | was certain of it. Somehow
the Devouring God had tricked me, and the Land of the Dead would not accept me while | yet lived.

| forced down one last bite of bread, then closed the bag and caled out, hdf sobbing: "Sybil! Help
me! I've lost my way!"

And the sky began to lighten. | saw not merdly reeds, but huge trees rigng out of the marsh, stark and
barren like ruined stone pillars.

Some of the stars began to fade. | thought the Moon was risng — how strange thet | should be able
to see the Moon here! — but ingtead the face of the Syhil drifted into the sky, pae and round and huge
astheful Moon. She gazed down on me for atimein Slence and | was afraid to speak to her. Then her
face rippled, as a reflection does when a pebble is dropped into a dill pool, and she was gone, but her
voice came rat-tling through the reeds.

"Sorcerer, son of sorcerer, you have called on me foolishly and have wasted one summoning.
You are near to your goal and could have found your own way. Nevertheless, if you think you
need a guide, reach down into the water and draw one up."

"Into the water?" | said. For an in-stant | was terrified that | had wasted a second summoning with
thet question. But the Sybil did not reply.



| reached down into the frigid water, wary of lurking evatim. | groped around, swinging my arm from
sdeto sde, my fingers outstretched. For aningant | lay there, hdf out of the boat, wondering if this were
another of the Sybil's riddles. Then the water suddenly stirred, asif something were risng, and my fingers
closed on something sringy and dip-pery like an underwater weed, and | pulled.

A hand broke the surface, then an-other. | let go of what | had been holding and scrambled back. The
hands caught hold of the side of the boat and the boat rocked benesth the weight of that which climbed
aboard. There was a sudden, overwelming stench of decay, or rotted flesh. Long, muddy hair fdl across
aface that was more bone than anything else.

| screamed then, and kept on scream-ing when the thing opened its eyes and began to speak and |
knew that it was my mother.

" Sekenre—"

| covered my face with my hands and merdly sobbed, trying to remember her as she had been once,
S0 very long ago.

"Sekenre —" She took hold of my wrists and gently drew my hands away from my face. Her touch
was as cold as the Sybil's kiss.

| turned from her.
"Mother, | did not expect —" | could not say more, and broke into tears again.
"Son, | did not expect to see you in this place ether. Truly, it isaterrible thing."

She pulled me forward and | did not resst, until | lay with my face in her lap, my cheek againg her
wet, muddy gown, while she gently stroked my forehead with a bony finger. | told her dl that had
happened then, of Father's own death, and his return for Hamakina.

"l am your father's Sn, returning to him at lagt," she said,
"Did he—?"'

"Murder me? Yes, he did. But that is the leest part of his offense. He has snned more againgt you,
Sekenre, and dso againg the gods.”

"I don't think he meant to do wrong,” | said. "He says he loves me ill."

"He probably does. Nevertheless, he has done great wrong.”

"Mother, what shdl | do?'

Her cold, sharp finger drew a circle around the mark on my forehead.

"It istime for usto resume our journey. The boat has served its purpose now. You mud leave it."
| looked at the black water with ever-increasing dread.

"l don't understand. Areweto . .. swim?"

"No, beloved son. We are to walk. Get out of the boat now, and walk."

| dipped one leg over the Sde, one foot in the frigid water. | looked back at her uncertainly.



"Go on. Do you doubt this one smdl miracle, after dl you have seen?’
"Mother, |—"
"Goon."

| obeyed her and stood upon the water. It fdt like cold glass beneath my feet. Then she stood next to
me, and the boat drifted dowly away. | turned to watch it go, but she took me by the hand and led mein
adifferent direction.

Her touch was like the Syhil's, a touch of living, frigid iron.

The channd widened, and the evatim were wating for us. Here the water flowed dmost swiftly,
meking Slent waves and eddies and whirlpools behind the dead trees. Many ghosts waded in the
shdlows, but they did not cdl out to us. They merdly stood there, turning as we passed. One of them was
amanin full, gleaming armor, holding his sev-ered head in his hands.

Then there were other boats around us, black and solid and slent, not phan-toms of the living, but
other funerd boats. We came dongside along, deek barge, its pointed ends rigng high above the water,
alantern flickering ingide its square cabin. The evatim crawled into this cabin and the barge rocked. |
could hear them thrashing in there.

At last something huge and dark loomed before us, like a mountain, blot-ting out the stars. On every
gde | saw drifting funerd boats falowing our course, some of them twiding and turn-ing among reeds.
One caught on some-thing, or ese the evatim tipped it over. A mummy dipped into the water and
drifted by, bandages trailing, so close | could have reached out and touched it.

The darkness closed around us very suddenly, shutting out the stars. | heard water rushing, and boats
creeking and banging againg one another.

"Mother!" | whispered. | reached for-ward and tugged a her gown. A piece of it came away in my
hand. "Isthisit? Is this the mouth of Surat-Kemad?'

"No, child," she said softly. "We have been in the bdly of the beast for some time now."
And that, somehow, was even more terrifying.
A%

Nothing was clear any more, the whole adventure no more than an endless continuity of dream and
waking, stark images and festurdess mig, pain and terror and dull discomfort.

| had been on the river | knew not how long — hours, days, weeks — and & times it seemed | was
inexpressbly weary, and at others that | was back home in my bed, adeep, that dl of this was some
crazed nightmare. But then | reached out, turning and dretching as one does when awakening — and |
touched my mother's cold, wet, ruined body.

And the glench of decay was gone from her, and she smdled only of the river mud, like some
long-sunken bun-dle of sticks and rags.

Sometimes there were herons dl around us, glowing dimly in the utter darkness like smoldering
embers, their faces the faces of men and women, dl of them whispering to us, imploring, spesking names
— and their voices blended together like a gentle, indigin-guishadle rustle of wind.



Mosly, we just walked in the dark-ness, adone. | fdt the cold surface of the river beneath my feet, but
there was no sense of mation, for dl my legs moved endlesdy.

Mother spoke. Her voice was soft, coming from the darkness like some-thing remembered in a dream.

| don't think she was even addressing me. She was merdy taking, her memo-ries, her whole life riang
into words like duggish bubbles: scraps of unfinished conversations from her childhood, and, too, much
about my father, and me, and Hamakina. For what might have been a very long time or only a few
minutes, she sang alullaby, asif rocking me — or perhaps Hamakina— to deep.

Then she was dlent. | reached out to assure mysdf that she was ill there, and her bony hand found
mine and squeezed gently. | asked her what she had learned about the Land of the Dead since she had
come here, and she replied softly, "I have learned that | am forever an exile, without a place prepared for
me, snce | have come unprepared and unannounced into Surat-Kemad's do-main. My place of exileis
the river, dong which | must wander until the gods die and the worlds are unmade.”

| wept for her then, and asked if this was Father's doing, and she said that it was.
Then she asked me suddenly, "Seken-re, do you hate him?'

| had been so confident just then that | did, but | could not find an answer.

"I don't think he meant to do any harm —"

"My son, you mugt sort out your fedings toward him. That is where you have lost your way, not on the
river.”

Agan we waked for a long time, dill in utter darkness, and dl the while | thought of my father and
remembered my mother as she had once been. What | wanted, more than anything else, was merdly for
everything to be restored — Father, Mother, Hamakina, and mysdlf, in our house by the edge of the City
of Reeds, asdl had been when | was samdl. Y, if | had learned any lesson in life thus far, it was that you
can't go back, that our days flow on as rdentlesdy as the Great River, and what is logt is never restored.
| was not wise. | understood very little. But | knew that much.

The father | longed for was merdy gone. Perhaps he, too, longed to be restored. | wondered if he
knew it was impossible.

| tried to hate him.

The darkness and the slence of the river gave a sense of being in a tunnd, far underground, but were
we not more than underground, deep in the bdly of Surat-Kemad? We passed from darkness into
darkness, dways beginning, asif through countless anterooms without ever finding the main hal.

So with our days. So with our driv-ings, | thought. Whatever we seek to understand yields only a
glimmer, and a vast mygtery. So with my father —

Very suddenly, Mother took both my hands in hers and said, "'l may only guide you a little way, my
son, and we have come thet little way. | cannot go where an exile is not welcome, where there is no
place prepared —"

"What?| don't understand.”

"I am not permitted into the god's house. | mus leave you at the doorstep.”



"But you said —"

"That we have been deep within hisbdly for sometime. Y et we are at the doorstep of his house —"
She let go of me. | groped franticaly for her, then found her again.

"Moather!"

She kissed both my hands very gently, and her lips, like the Syhil's, were so cold they burned.

"But you are a hero, my son, and you may take the next step, and the next. That is what it is to be
brave, you know, merdly to take the next step. | have dways known that you were brave.”

"Mother, | —"

Then she sank down into the water. | dung to her. | tried to hold her up, but she sank like a thing of
sone, and | lost my grip. At the very last | found mysdf crawling absurdly about on the cold surface of
the river, diding my hands from side to sde like a blind child who has lost marbles on a smooth floor.

| stood up, suddenly shivering, rub-bing my arms with my hands.

She was wrong, | told mysdf. | wasn't a hero. | wasn't brave. | merdy had no choice. The Syhil had
Seen that much.

Yet | never once thought of turning back. The road behind me was impass-able, in more ways than
one.

| wanted to cdl on the Sybil again, to tdl her | had once more lost my way. In the darkness, without
any point of reference except the sensation in my feet to tdl me which way was down, | couldn't even tdl
if 1 was facing the way | was supposed to be going, or the way | had come.

Inthe end, it did not matter. | don't think direction is a physica thing in the bely of a god. Instead, it is
amatter of degree.

Things began to happen swiftly once more. Lights rose around me, like lan-terns drifting up from the
surface of the water, then above me like stars. The water itsdf rippled, frigid, aily waves washing over
my feet.

| started to run, afrad that whatever magic had held me up was leaving me, now that Mother had.
Nothing, it seemed, could be more horrible than to be immersad in that river, there, in the bdly of
Surat-Kemad.

| ran, and the points of light moved with me, turning as | turned, swirling about me like burning motes
on the wind. There was a sound. | thought it was indeed the wind, but then | redized that it was
breathing, spittle hissng through teeth, and the lights were eyes, nat reflecting light as a dog's will by a
campfire, but actudly glowing, like liv-ing coals.

The darkness lessened and | saw that | had indeed emerged from a tunnd. Jagged, fissured diffs
loomed on ether sde of the river, towering to unknow-able heights. Far above, the grey stars of the
deadlands shone once more.

And the evatim stood around me by the thousands, on the river, scrambling up the diffs some of them
just ganding at the water's edge, staring. By the light of their eyes and by the pde stars, | could see that |
had come a lagt to the place where the Great River ended and truly began, a vast lake where the



white-bodied, crocodile-headed ones paced back and forth, ankle-deep in thick grey mig, ther long
jaws bobbing up and down.

The evatim bore long hooks on poles, like boathooks, and as | watched one of them would
occasondly pause, then reach down with his hook and draw up a human corpse, heave it onto his
shoul-der and depart, or just stand there, holding the dead in a lover's embrace.

| redized to my horror that | was sanding on avast sea of corpses. | looked down and | could make
them out dimly beneath the water's surface, inches below my feat: faces, ams, bob-bing chests and
backs and buttocks jodtling dowly in the black water like numberless fish in a net. | jumped back in
revulson, but there was nowhere to jump to.

| started to run again. Somehow, miraculoudy, the evatim seemed too busy with ther tasks to notice
me.

For the firg time my footfdls made a sound, a heavy solashing and sucking, as if | were running
through mud.

Truly this was the place | had read of in the Books of the Dead that Velachro-nos and | had copied,
where the bodies and souls of the dead and the unborn are sorted out by the evatim, who are the
thoughts and servants of the terrible god, and each person is judged, and carried to his rightful place, or
cast out, or devoured.

| despaired then, for | knew that if Hamakina were here, | would surety never find her.

Yet | took the next step, and the next, and the next, dowing to a fast walk. If that iswhat it is to be
brave, then | was. | continued. The mig swirled around my shins.

| seemed to be nearing the shdlows. Reeds rose around me like bare iron rods. | passed one sunken
funerd boat, then another, then along stretch of boards and debris but no corpses or evatim.

A beach spread before melike a pae band on the horizon, like awhite sun-rise. The evatim srruggled
acrossit in an endless procession, dragging their bur-dens from the water.

| stood among the reeds and watched them for atime. Then | took a step for-ward, and cold water
gplashed around my knees. | gasped involuntarily at the sudden shock of no longer walking on the water,
but init. There was mud and sand beneath my fedt.

| neared the beach, crouched down, trying to conceal mysdf among the last of the reeds. Gradudly |
could make out three huge doorways in the diff-face beyond the end of the white sand. The
crocodile-headed ones labored toward them, bearing their burdens through the doorways.

| didn't doubt that each doorway led to a different place, and that here the find judgement of the god
was made. Yes, | was on Surat-Kemad's doorstep, in the anteroom of his great hdl, forever beginning

my quest.

But | didn't know which of the three doors to go through. Surdy my Father waited beyond . . . one of
them.

| took the next step, and the next, fredy mingling with the evatim, who took no notice of me. We
crowded toward one of the doors. | was hemmed in by cold, hard bodies. | let the movement of the
great mass of them determine my direction.

The empty face of an old woman bobbed in front of my face, her corpse dung over the shoulder of her



bearer, her open mouth black, frozen asif perpetudly about to shout or kiss or devour.

Once more the diffs rose around me. Once more some of the evatim scram-bled up the jagged
stones, thar glowing eyes sseming to rise into the sky like stars. Those who had climbed, | saw, set thar
burdens down on ledges and began to feast.

| turned away quickly and stared at the ground, and at the dmaost lumi-noudy pae feet and legs of the
evatim.

The ddes of the great doorway were carven smooth, its iron gates flung wide. The gates resembled,
more than any-thing else, enormous, gaping jaws.

| tried to peer ahead again, but | could not see over the mass of the evatim. | jumped up. | turned and
looked back, but only masses of crocodile-faces stared back a me, like a swirling shifting cloud filled
with burning eyes.

"Stop! You are not of the brotherhood of the evatim! ™

| whirled around again. A pdlid, black-bearded face hovered before me, its red eyes unblinking. It
rose on the body of a snake, only giff as atree trunk and covered with gligening siver scales the sze of
my outstretched hand. As | watched, another face rose from the ground on such a glittering stalk, and
another, burgting out of the sand, out of the stone of the diff face until a forest of them blocked my way.
The evatim drew aside.

"You may not pass!” oneof them said.
"Blasphemer, you may not enter our master's domain."

| got out my leather bag and sruggled desperately with the drawstring, then poured the two grave
coinsinto my hand.

"Wait," | said. "Here. These are for you."

The foremogt of the man-headed serpent-things leaned forward and took the coins into its mouth. Its
lips, like the Syhil's, like my mother's, were searingly cold.

But the coins burst into flamein the creature's mouth and it spat them out at my feet.
"You are still alive!"
Then dl of them shouted in unison, " This oneis till alive!™

And the evatim came writhing through the scaled, shrieking forest, free of their burdens, on dl fours
now, ther great jaws gaping. | drew my father's sword and struck one of them, and another, and
another, but one caught me on the right leg and yanked me to my knees. | dashed at the thing again and
agan. One of the glowing eyes burst, hissed, and went out.

Another reared up, closed its jaws on my back and chest, and pulled me over backwards. Tha was
the end of the druggle. The great mass of them swarmed over me, while dill the serpent-things shouted
and screamed and babbled, and their voices were like thunder.

Teeth like knives raked me dl over, tearing, and | dill held the sword, but it seemed very far away and
| couldnt moveit —

A crocodilian mouth closed over my head, over my shoulders and | caled out, my voice muffled,



shouting down the very throat of the mongter, "Syhil! Come to me again—!"

| cannot say what actualy happened after that. | saw her face again, glowing like a digtant lantern in the
darkness below me, but riang, racing upward, while the evatim tore a me and crushed me dowly in
their jaws.

Then | diginctly fdt mysdf splash into water, and the viscous blackness closed around me and the

evatim were gone. | sank dowly inthe cold and the dark, while the Syhil's face floated be-fore me and
grew brighter until the darkness was dispelled and my eyes were dazzled.

"Thistime, you did well to cdl on me" she said.

| awoke on abed. Assoon as | redized that it was a bed, | lay dill with my eyes closed, deliberatdy
dismissng from my mind any thought that this was my familiar bed back home, that my adven-tures had
been no more than a pro-longed, horrible dream.

| knew it was not so, and my body knew it, from the many wounds where the evatim had hed me.
And | was nearly naked, my dothing in tatters.

But | ill held my father's sword. | moved my right arm liffly, and scraped the blade dong hard wood.
This bed was not my bed. It was made of rough boards and covered not with sheets but with sand.

| started to St up, eyesdill closed, and gentle hands took my by the bare shoul-ders. The hands were
soft and warm.

| was dizzy then. The sword dipped from my grasp. | opened my eyes, but couldn't focus. There was
only ablur.

Warm water was being poured over my back. My wounds sung. | let out a cry and fdl forward and
found mysdf awkwardly embracing some unknown person, my chin on his shoulder.

| could see, then, that | was in a room stranger than any | had ever imagined, a place once richly
furnished but now a wreck, turned on its dde like a huge box rolled over, its contents spilled
ev-erywhere. Stained glass windows hung open above me, dangling, ornately worked with designs of
glowing Fishes. Books and bottles lay in hegps amid fdlen beams, plaster, and bricks. There was a
gplintered staircase that coiled out and ended in midair. An imege of Surat-Kemad had been fixed to the
floor and remained fixed, but now it stuck out horizontdly into space. A lantern dangled sideways from
the grey-green snout.

My host pushed me gently back onto the bed and | was garing into the face of a grey-bearded man.
He squinted in the haf-light, his face wrinkling. For a moment the look on his face was one of ineffable
joy, but it faded into doubt, then bitter disappointment.

"No," he said. "Itisnot so. Not yet. . ."

| reached up to touch him, to be sure he was red and dive, but he took my hand in his and pressed it
down on my chest. Then he gave me my father's sword, dosng my fingers around the grip, and | lay
there, the cold blade againgt my bare skin.

Then he said something completely astonishing.

"| thought you were my son."



| sat up and this time sat deadily. | saw that | was indeed dmos naked, my dothing completdy
shredded, and | was smeared with blood. Suddenly | fdt weak again, but | caught hold of a bedpost with
my free hand and remained upright.

| blurted, "But you are not my farther—"
"Thenwe are agreed,” he said.
"l don't understand.”

Wind roared outsde. The room swayed and creaked, the walls visbly shifting. More plaster, wood,
and a sud-den avdanche of human bones clattered around us, filling the ar with dust. Tiles rained over
my shoulders and back. The window overhead clacked back and forth.

| thought of the Sybil's house. | looked to my companion with growing dread, but he merely
shrugged.

"Itl pass. Don't worry."

When dl was once again ill, | said, "'l am Sekenre, son of Vashtem the sorcerer.”
He hissed and drew back.

"Then| fear you!"

"No," | said. "I'm not a sorcerer mysdf.” | started to explain, but he waved his hand, bidding me to
cease.

"You are a powerful sorcerer indeed. | can tdl! | can tdl!™

| concluded that the man was mad. What could be more naturd, after dl | had been through, than to
meet some-one who was mad? If he thought | was a sorcerer, there was no sense dissuading him.

| placed my father's sword across my legs, then folded my arms across my chest, and directed toward
hmwhat | hoped was a stern gaze.

"Vey wdl. |, a sorcerer, command you to explain yoursdf."
He spread his hands and looked help-less. "Sorcerer, | don't know where to begin—"
"Why did you think | wasyour son?'

He moved over to the broken statue of a bird and sat on the flat space where the head had once been.
He did not answer my question, but sat dill for severa minutes. | thought he had for-gotten me and had
fdlen into some sort of reverie. | stared up at the dangling window, then toyed with the sword inmy lap.

At lagt he 9ghed and said, "What do you know of where you are, sorcerer and son of sorcerer?”

| told him something of my history, and he only Sghed again and said that | was a mighty sorcerer for
dl | was yet an ignorant one.

"Thenteachme" | said.

"When your mother left you," he said, "that was because she could not pass beyond Leshe, the relm
of dreams. Because she had never been prepared for burid, she could not truly enter the land of the



dead. There are four relms, you must understand this. Earth is the redlm of Eshe, the world of living
men. But our dreams arise from the migs of the river, from Leshe, where the country of deep borders
the country of death. We see unquiet ghogtsin our dreams be-cause they linger in Leshe, as your mother
does. Beyond is Tashe, the true domain of the dead, where dl dwdl in the places the god has appointed
for them."

"And thefourth redm?’

"Thet is Akimshe — holiness. At the heart of the god, in the mind of the god, among the fiery fountains
where even gods and worlds and the stars are born — that is Akimshe, holiness, which may not be
described. Not even the greatest of the prophets, not even the sorcerers, not even the very gods may
look on thefind mystery of Akimshe."

"But it's dill indde Surat-Kemad," | said. "l don't see how —"

"Itiswdl that you do not under-stand. Not even Surat-Kemad under-stands. Not even he may ook
onit."

| said very quickly, "I have to continue on my way. | have to find my father."

And my companion said one more surprisng thing.

"Yes of course. | know him. Heisamighty lord here.

"You — you — know im—7?" 1 couldn't say anything more. My thoughts were dl ajumble.

"He dwells here in peculiar honor because he is a sorcerer,” the old man said, "but he must remain
here, unique among the servants of Surat-Kemad, but a servant nonetheess.”

| got to my feet ungteadily. The remains of my trousers dangled. | wrapped them around my bdlt, trying
to make mysdf at least decent, but there wasn't much to work with. | did the sword under the belt.

| stood there, breething hard from the exertion, winang as the effort stretched my lacerated sides.
"You mug take meto my father,” | said.

"I can only show you the way." He shook his head sadly.

"Where?'

He pointed up, to the open window.

"There?'

"Yes'" hesad. "That way."

"But —" | walked across the room to a door now sideways in the wal, and opened it, lowering the
door againg thewall. | stared through at a dense side-ways forest, the forest floor risng verti-cdly to one
dde, the trees horizontd. There was a glowing mis among the trees, like fog a sunrise before it mdts
away. Birilliantly-plumed birds cawed and fluttered in the branches. Warm, damp ar blew againg my
face and chest.

The gray-bearded man put his hand on my shoulder and led me away.
"No," he said. "You will never find your father through that door.” He pointed to the cdling again.



"That way."

| started to dimb, dumdy, my muscles aching. My right pam was numb where the guardian-serpent's
lips had touched me.

| caught hold of the image of the god, hooking an arm over it. Then pulled mysdf up and sat there
adride Surat-Kemad, my feet dangling.

"You never answered my question. Why did you think | was your son?"
"Itisavery old sorrow."
| didn't command him. "Canyou . . . tdl me?'

He sat down on the edge of the bed and gazed up a me. "l was cdled Aukin, son of Nevat. | dwelt
far beyond any land you ever knew, beyond the mouth of the Great River and across the sea among the
people you would cdl barbar-ians. | had awife. | loved her very much. Is that a surprising thing, even for
abarbarian? No, it isnot. When she died bearing my first son, and my son too was dead in her womb,
my grief was without bounds. The gods of my homdand could not comfort me, for they are harsh spirits
of the forest and of the hills, and they do not dedl in comfort. Therefore | came into your country, fird to
the City of the Delta, where | prayed long before the image of Bel-Hemad and gave the priests much
gold. But he did not an-swer me, and when | ran out of money, the priests sent me away. So | wandered
dl dong the Great River, in the forests, on the plains, among the marshes. | tarried with holy men in the
high moun-tains. From them | learned to dream. They thought they were teaching me contentment, but
no, | dung to my bold scheme. It was this | would be the mighties dreamer of dl and trave beyond
Leshe to the lake of Tashe and farther, and | would find my son who had tried but faled to enter the
world, and | would bring him back with me. The dead have been truly reclamed by the Devouring God,
50 there is no hope for my wife, but the unborn, | thought — | il think — perhaps will not be missed.
So far | have succeeded only with the firg part of my plan. | am here. But | have not found my son.
When | saw you, alive, here, | had hope again, just briefly.”

"Thisisthe Sybil'sdoing,” | said.

"Yes | cantdl that it is, by the mark on you."

"The mark on me?'

He got up, rummaged among the debris, and handed me a broken piece of mirrored glass.
"Didn't you know?" he said softly.

| looked at my reflection. The spot on my forehead where the Sybil had kissed me was glowing as
brightly as had the eyes of the evatim.

| handed the glass back to him, and it was then that | noticed that my hands, too, gave off a faint light
where my mother had touched them at the very end. Where the guardian-serpent's lips had touched me
when it took the coins, the skin was seared and hedled into a smooth white scar.

| sat ill, staring a my hands.
"I | reelly am a sorcerer,” | said, "I'll try to hdlp you. You don't have to be afraid of me"

He offered me a cup. "Here, drink this"



"But | cant. If I drink anything here, Il —"

The old man sighed. "You are dill an ignorant sorcerer. This water isfrom Leshe, from the river where
it isfilled with dreams. It will give you many visons. It will truly open your eyes, but it will not bind you to
the dead. The waters of Tashe will do that, but not those of Leshe.”

"Do | need to seevisons?'

"I think you do, to get where you're going.”
"Thisisthe Syhil's doing again,”" | said.
"Yes,itis Drink."

| drank. The water was very cold and, surpriangly, sweet. My whole body trembled with it. Only in
the aftertaste wasit bitter.

"Now go," said Aukin, son of Nevat, who had lost his own son.

| stood up, baancing mysdf precari-oudy on the imege of the god, and caught hold of the
window-ledge, then heaved mysdf up. For a moment | dangled there, looking down at the old man. He
waved me on. | heaved again and fdt ablast of hot wind againgt my face and chest, and sand sung me,
asif | had crawled out into a sandstorm.

Then | wasfdling, not back into the room, but down, away from the window as directions somehow
reversed. The window receded above me and was gone as | tumbled head over heds through hot,
blinding, blowing sand.

Vidonscameto me

Asl fdl, | saw the whole of Tashe spread out before me. | saw that each dead person there dwdt in a
litle space formed out of some memory from life, ether a pleasant one, or, if some guilty memory
tormented him, an endless ter-ror. So the domain of Tashe was an incongruous tangle, a jumbled mass
like the ingde of the Syhil's house.

And as | fdl, | wasin many places a once. | waked on soft moss to the edge of a pool, deep in a
forest suffused with golden light. Three young girls sat by the pool, washing ther hair. A young man,
scarcdly older than mysdf, sat by them, srumming on alyre. All around them, the forest seemed to go on
forever. Pde white fishes drifted through the air among the trees.

Then | took one step back from the pool, and the forest was gone.

| ran beneath the pae stars over an endless expanse of bricks so hot that they burned my feet. Bricks
sretched glowing to the black horizon. 1 wept with the pain and began to stagger. It was dl | could do
not to st down. Smoke and flame hissed out of fissures. Still | ran on, gasping for bresth, streaked with
soot and swest, until | came to a window set horizontdly in the ground, in the bricks as if in awal. The
window was open. A curtain blew gtraight up a me on a searing gust. Still, somehow, | had to look.

| swayed dangeroudy, then dropped to my hands and knees, screaming doud a the new pain. | crept
to the edge, peered in, and beheld a king and his courtiers below me, dl gtting solemnly at a banquet
table. Yet there was no feast before them, and each face was con-torted in unimagingble agony. Ther
bodies and dothing were transparent, and | could see that the hearts of these men and women were
white hat, likeironin aforge.



And again, | saw agrl in a pleasantly lit room, Snging and spinning forever. A man st a her fedt,
caving a piece of ivory into aform that was somehow infinitdy ornate and beautiful but never complete.

And | lay, naked as | was, in a frigid stream amid snowbanks. A blizzard made the sky featureless
white.

And crowds babbled in a marketplace; and | was aone in endless, dlent hdls thick with dust; and |
walked on water to a ruined tower where men in white robes and siver masks awaited my coming; and a
resplendent pirate paced back and forth endlesdy on asingle deck suspended in the middle of the air. He
looked up, artled, as | plummeted by.

And | saw into memories, into the lives of dl who dwdt in that land of Tashe, and | knew what it
meant to be a king, and a dave, and in love, and a murderer, and | knew what it was to be old and
remember dl these things vagudy, asin afading dream.

And | found my sster, Hamakina.

| fdl amid swirling, dinging sand, and suddenly the sand became mil-lions of birds, flgpping their soft
wings agang me to hold me up. All these birds had my sster's face, and they spoke with my sger's
voice.

"Sekenre, | am here"

"Where?'

"Brother, you have come for me."
"Yes, | have"

"Brother, itistoo late."

| wasn't faling anymore, but lay choking in a hegp of cold, soft ashes. | sat up, spitting out ash, trying
to wipe ash from my eyes.

In time, tears and spittle gave me enough moisture to clean my face, and | could see. | was in a garden
of ash. Fading into the distance in dl direc-tions, white, bare trees stood in neat rows, legfless, yet heavy
with round, white fruit. Ash rained from the sky, the ash, the sky, and the earth dl festureless gray, urtil |
could not tdl where earth and sky met.

| stood up amid dead flowers with staks like winter reeds — huge, yet delicatdly preserved in every
colorless detall.

The ash fdl heavily enough that | could fed it sriking my shouldersin dumps. | was coated with it, until
| too seemed a part of this place. | hdd my hands over my face, sruggling to breathe and to see, while
meking my way aong a path amid sticks that might have been the remains of hedges, the ash cool and
soft and knee-deep.

The oveweming amdl in the air, the odor of the ash, was intensdy sweet, unpleasantly so, strong
enough that | fdt faint. But | knew | could not stop here, could not rest, and | took one step, and the
next, and the next. . .

In an open place, which might have been the center of the garden, a wooden shelter stood haf-buried
amid drifts, a domed roof atop squat pillars. The roof was shaped into a wide-mouthed, star-ing face, the
mouth aready clogged asif the thing were vomiting gray powder.



Hamakina sat waiting for me there, on a bench benegth that strange roof. She too was barefoot and in
rags, plas-tered with ash. But her cheeks were newly streaked with tears.

"Sekenre ..."

"I've come to take you back," | said gently.

"I can't go. Father . . . tricked me. He told me to eat the fruit, and | —"
| waved a hand toward one of the white trees.

"This?"

"It didn't look like this then. The trees were green. The fruit was wonderful. It smdled wonderful. The
colorswere . . . shining, changing dl the time, like ail on water when the sun touches it. Father told me
to, and he was angry, and | was afraid, so | ate . . . and it tasted dead, and then suddenly everything was
like you see it now."

"Father didthis?'
"He sad it was part of hisplan dl dong. | didn't understand alot of what he sad.”
"Whereis he?"

| drew my sword, dutching it tightly, furious and at the same time aware of how ridiculous and helpless
| must have seemed. But it was my sword now, no longer my father's, given to me by the Syhil for a

Spexific purpose —
" Sekenre, what will you do?'
"Something. Whatever | haveto."
She took me by the hand. Her touch was cold. "Come on."

| don't know how long we walked through the ash garden. There was no way to measure time or
distance or direction. But Hamakina seemed to know for certain where we were going.

Then the garden was gone and it seemed | was back in the cramped, swaying darkness of the Syhil's
house again. | looked around for her luminous face, expectant, but my sster led me without any hestation
across a rope bridge above an abyss, while vast leviathans with idiot, human faces swam up out of a sea
of guttering stars, splashing pae foam, each creature opening its mouth to display rotting teeth and a
mirrored bal hed between them. | gazed down through the swinging, twiding ropes and saw mysdf
reflected there on the curving glass.

Somehow Hamakina was no longer with me, but far away, down below, insde each mirrored sphere,
and | saw her running ahead of me across feature-less sand beneath a sand-colored sky. Then each
mongter sank down in turn and she vanished, and another rose, its jaws agape, and | saw her again.

There were black stars in the sky above Hamakina now, and she ran across the sand beneath them, a
gray speck againg the dead sky, receding into the black points which were the stars.

And each leviathan sank down and another rose to give me a glimpse of her, and from out of the abyss
| caught snatches of a song she sang as she ran. Her voice was dill her own, but older, filled with pain,
and alittle mad.



"When | amin the darkness gone, and you ‘re still in the light, come lie each day upon my
grave; I'll lie with you each night. Come bring me gifts of fruit and wine. Bring them fromthe
meadow. I'll bring dust and ash and clay; I'll bring gifts of shadow."

Without any trangtion | could sense, | was suddenly on that endless expanse of sand beneath the black
gars, and | followed her voice over the low dunes toward the horizon and a black shape that huddled
there.

At fird | thought it was one of the stars fdlen from the sky, but as we neared it the thing resolved itsdf,
and | dowed to aterified wak when | saw the pointed roofs and the windows like eyes and the familiar
dock benegath the house, now regting on the sand.

My father's house — no, my house — stood on its dilts like a huge, frozen spider. There was no river,
no Reedland at dl, asif the whole world had been wiped clean but for this one jumble of ancient wood.

When | reached the dock, Hamakina was waiting for me at the base of the ladder.
She turned her head upward.
"Heisthere

"Why did he do dl this to you and to Mother?' | sad. | hdd onto the sword and onto the ladder,
gripping hard, trembling more with sorrow than with fear or even anger.

Her reply startled me far more then anything the dreamer Aukin had said. Once more her voice was
older, dmog harsh.

"Why did he do dl thisto you, Sekenre?'

| shook my head and started dimbing. As | did the ladder shivered, as if it were dive and fdt my
touch.

And my father's voice called out from the house, thundering:
"Sekenre, | ask you again. Do you 4ill love me?’
| said nothing and kept on dimbing. The trapdoor at the top was barred from the ingde.

"I want you to love me ill," he said. "I only wanted what was best for you. Now | want you to go
back. After dl you have done againgt my wishes, it is dill possble. Go back. Remember me as | was.
Liveyour life That isdl.”

| pounded on the trapdoor with the pommd of my sword. Now the whole house shivered and
suddenly burst into white, colorless flame, washing over me, blinding me, roaring inmy ears.

| let out aydl and jumped, barely clearing the dock below, landing face-down in the sand.

| sat up, Spuitering, dill dutching the sword. The house was not harmed by the fire, but the ladder
smoldered and fdl as | watched.

| did the sword under my bdt again and started dimbing one of the wooden Hilts. Once more the
white flames washed over me, but they gave no hest, and | ignored them.

"Fether," | said. "l an coming. Let mein.”



| reached the porch outsde my own room. | was standing in front of the very window through which
Hamakina had been carried away.

All the windows and doors were barred againg me, and flickering with white flames.

| thought of cdling on the Syhil. It would be my third and last opportunity. Then if | ever did so again
— what? Somehow she would dam me.

No, it was not timefor that.

"Father,” | said, "if you love me as much as you say, open up.”
"Y ou are adisobedient son.”

"| shall haveto disobey you further."

And once more | began to weep as | stood there, as | closed my hands to-gether and opened them
agan. Father had beaten me once for attempting this act. Then | had gotten no results. Now | did, and it
was as easy as bregthing.

Cold blue flames danced on my out-stretched pams. | reached up with my burning hands and parted
the whitefire like a curtain. It flickered and went out. | pressed my pams againg the shut-tered window.
Blue flames streamed from between my fingers. The wood smoked, blackened, and fdl inward, giving
way S0 suddenly that | sumbled forward, dmogt fdling into the room.

| climbed over the windowsll and stood there, amazed. The most fantadtic thing of dl was that | was
truly in the house where | had grown up, in the room Mother, Hamakina, and | had shared, and in which
| had remained done for haf anight at the very end waiting desperately for the dawn. | saw where | had
once carved my initids into the back of a chair. My clothes lay heaped over the edge of an open trunk.
My books were on a shdf in the far corner, and a page of papyrus, one of my own illumination projects,
was dill in place on the desk, with pens and brushes and bottles of ink and pant dl where | had left
them. Hamakina's dall lay on the floor at the foot of the bed. One of Mother's hevats, a golden bird,
hung from the celling, slent and motionless.

More than anything dse | wanted to just lie down in that bed, then rise in the morning, get dressed, and
resume work at my desk, asif nothing had ever happened.

| think that was my father's last offer to me. He was shaping my thoughts.

| walked out of the room, the floor-boards cresking. | knocked on his workroom door. It, too, was
locked.

Father spoke from within. He sounded weary.

" Sekenre, what do you want?'

It was a completdly astonishing ques-tion. All | could say was, "'l want in."

"No," he said after along pause. "What do you truly want, as my son, for yoursdf."

"I don't know anymore." | drew my sword once more, and pounded on the door with the pommel.

"I think you do. Y ou want to grow to be an ordinary man, to livein the city, to have a wife and family,
to be free of ghosts and shadows and sorcery — on thiswe are agreed. | want that for you too. It is very
important.”



"Father, | am not sure of anything. | don't know how | fed."

| kept on pounding.
"Then why are you dill here?' he said.
"Because | haveto be"

"To become a sorcerer is a terrible thing," he said. "It is worse than a disease, worse than any terror,
like opening a door into nightmare that can never be closed again. You seek to know. You peer into
darkness. Thereis a certain dlure, what seems like unlim-ited power & fird, then glory, then, if you truly
delude yoursdf, vast wisdom. To become a sorcerer is to learn the secrets of dl the worlds and of the
gods. But sorcery burns you. It disfigures, changes, and the man who becomes a sorcerer is no longer
the man he was before he became a sorcerer. He is hated and feared by dl. He has countless enemies.”

"And you, Father? Do you have count-less enemies?’
"My son, | have killed many people in my time, thousands —"
That, once more, astonished me into helplessness. | could only say, "But why?"

"A sorcerer mugt have knowledge, not merdy to ward off his enemies, but to live. He hungers for
more dark spdls, more powers. You can only get so much from books. You need more. To. truly
become a sorcerer, one mus kill another sorcerer, and another, and another, each time sedling what that
other sorcerer possesses, which he, in turn, has solen by murder. There would be few sorcerers It
were it not for the temptations, which recruit new ones. Sorcery goes on and on, devouring.”

"Surdy some magic can be used for good, Father.”

| stopped pounding. | looked down a my hands, where they had been marked, where the flames had
arisen o effort-lesdy.

"Sorcery is hot magic. Do not confuse the two. Magic comes from the gods. The magician is merdy
the instrument. Magic passes through him like breath through a reed pipe. Magic can hed. It can saidy.
Itislike a candle in the darkness. Sorcery, however, resdesin the sorcerer. It islike ablazing sun.”

"I don't want to be a sorcerer, Father. Truly. | have. . . other plans”
Now, | think, there was genuine sad-ness in his voice.

"Beoved Sekenre, my only son, you have looked upon the evatim and been marked by them.
Throughout your life you will be scarred from thar touch. You have conversed with the Sybil and you
bear her mark aso. You have journeyed among the ghodts, in the company of a corpse, through the
realm of Leshe, the place of dreams. You have drunk of the waters of vison and have seen dl that isin
Tashe, the land of deeth. And, at the last, you burned your way into this house with flames summoned
from your hands. Now | ask you . . . are these the deeds of a calligrapher?"

"No," | said weakly, sobbing. All my resolve drained away. | let the sword drop to the floor and | did
down, my back to the door, and sat there. "No," | whispered. "l just wanted to get Ham-akina back."

"Then you are a disappointment to me, son. You are afool,” he said with sudden sharpness. "She does
not mat-ter."

"But sheis your child too. Didnt you love her dso? No, you never did. Why? You owe me tha



much, Father. You have to tdl mewhy ... about alot of things™

He stirred within the room. Metal clinked. But he did not come to the door or touch the bolt. There
was along dlence. | could see my mother's hevat, the golden bird, through the open door-way of my
own room, and | stared at it with akind of distracted intengty, asif | could discern dl the answers to dl
my questions in the intricacies of its design.

| fet cold. | clutched my shoulders hard, shivering. The dashes the evalim had made in my sides and
back pained me again.

After awhile, Father resumed speak-ing.

"Sekenre, how old do you think | was when | married your mother?"

" was three hundred and forty-nine years old, my son. | had been a sorcerer for along time by then. |
hed wandered through many lands, fleaing deeth, consumed by the contagion of sorcery, daughtering my
enemies, raging in my madness againg the gods, whom | con-sidered to be a best my equas. But | had
aludd intervd. | remembered what | had been, long before. | had been ... aman. So | pretended | was
one agan. | married your mother. | saw inyou ... al my hopes for what | had once been. In you, that
ordinary man lived again. If | could ding to that hope, | too, in asmdl way, would remain human. So you
were specid. | loved you."

"But Hamakina —"

" — ismere baggage, a receptacle and nothing more. When | fdt the weight of my death on me &t lag,
when | could no longer hold off my enemies, | planted the seed of Hamakinain her mother's womb, and |
raised her as a prize specimen, for a specific purpose. | brought her here to contain my death. The seed
of her was something wrought in my laboratory. | placed her indde her mother with a metd tube, while
her mother lay in a drugged deep. So, you see, her lifedid not come from the River, from the dreams of
Surat-Kemad, but from me. | offered this new life to the Devouring God in exchange for my own. It isa
bottle, filled with my own death. So | am 4ill a sorcerer, and a greet lord in the land of the dead, because
| am nether truly living nor truly dead. | am not the dave of Surat-Kemad, but his dly. And so, my son,
your father has outwitted dl his enemies, evaded dl dangers. He done is not wholly con-sumed by
sorcery. He continues. Thereis a certain beauty to the scheme, you must admit —"

| rose to my feet, numb beyond dl sorrow now. | picked up the sword.

"Sekenre" Father said, "now that | have explained everything — you were right; | did owe you an
explanation — you must go away. Save yourself. Be what | wanted to be. You are a good boy. When |
was your age, | too was good. | only wanted to do what was right. But | changed. If you go now, you
can reman asyou are —"

"No, Father. I, too, have changed.”

He screamed then, not out of fear, but despair. | stood before the door, sword under one arm while |
folded my hands together, then opened them.

Once more, it was as easy as breeth-ing.

The flames legpt from my hands, red and orange thistime. They touched the door, spreading over it. |
heard the metd bolt on the ingdefdl to the floor. The door swung open.



At fird my eyes could not focus. There was only darkness. Then faint stars appeared, then an endless
black plain of swirling sand. | saw hundreds of naked men and women dangling from the sky on metd
chains, turning dowly in the wind, mutilated, their faces contorted with the idiocy of hate.

The darkness faded. The stars were gone. Father's room was as it had been before the priests hed
cleaned it out. All the books were there, the bottles, the shelves of jars, the charts, the strange shapes
muttering in jars.

Helay on his couch dressed in his sorcerer's robe, as | had last seen him, his eyes gouged out, sockets
covered with golden coins.

He sat up. The coinsfdl into his lap. Fire burned within his eye-sockets, white-haot, like molten iron.
And he said to me, "Thisisyour last warning, Sekenre. Your very last.”

"If you are so powerful, Father, where is your power now? Y ou have not re-sisted me, not redly. You
only giveme. . . warnings."

"What would | have to do then, my son?" he said.
"You would have to kill me. It istoo late for anything ese.”

His voice began to fade, to become garbled, to disntegrate into a series of hisses and grunts. | could
bardy make out his words.

"Now dl my preparations are undone. You disobeyed me to the last. You did not heed my many
warnings, sorcerer, son of sorcerer —"

He did off the couch onto the floor, wriggling toward me on dl fours, his whole body swaying from
ddeto Sde, histerrible eyes blazing.

| dmogt called on the Syhil then. | wanted to ask smply, What do | do now ? What now?

But | didn't. In the end, | done had to decide what was right, the correct ac-tion. Anything | did would
please the Sybil. She would weave it into the pattern. Surat-Kemad did not care —

"My son ..." The words seemed to come from deep within him, like a wind from out of a tunnd. "To
the very end | have loved you, and it has not been enough.”

He opened his huge, hideoudy elon-gated mouth. His teeth were like little knives.

At that find moment, | did not fear him, nor hate him, nor did | sorrow. | fdt only a hollow, grinding
sense of duty.

"No, it was not enough, Father."

| struck him with the sword. His head came off with a angle blow. My arm completed the motion
amaog before | was aware of it.

It was as easy as breathing.
Blood like molten iron spread a my feet. | stepped back. The floorboards burned.
"You are not my father." | said softly. Y ou cannot have been ny father.”



But | knew that he had been, dl the way to the end.

| knelt besde him, then put my arms around his shoulders and lay with my head on his rough,
maformed back. | wept long and hard and bitterly.

And as | did, dreams came to me, thoughts, visons, flashes of memories which were not my own, and
terrible understanding, the culmination of long study and of longer experience. My mind filled. | knew a
thousand deaths and how they had been inflicted, how a sngle gem of knowledge or power was wrested
from each. | knew what every indrument in this room was for, the contents of dl the books and charts,
and what wasin each of those jars and how it could be compelled to speak.

For | had killed a sorcerer, and if you kill a sorcerer you become dl that he was.
Thiswas my inheritance from my father.

In the dawn, Hamakina and | buried our father in the sand beneath the house. The black stars were
gone. The sky was dark, but it was the familiar sky of Eshe, the Earth of the living. Yet the world was
dill empty, and we dug in the sand with our hands. When we had made a shdlow grave, we rolled him
into it, placing his head between his feet in the way a sorcerer mugt be buried. For atime, Mother was
with us. She crawled into the grave with him and we covered them both up.

The sky lightened into purple, then azure. Then water flowed benesth the dock and | watched the first
birds rise from among the reeds. Hamakina stood among the reeds for a little while, gazing back a me.
Then she was gone,

Suddenly | began to shake dmost uncontrollably, but merdy from cold this time. Though it was early
summer, the night's chill lingered, and | was dmost naked. | dimbed up into the house by means of a
rope ladder 1'd dropped through the trapdoor and put on trousers, a heavy shirt, and a cloak.

Later, when | came down again with ajug to get water for washing, | saw amanin a white robe and a
slver mask waking toward me across the water. | stood up and waited. He stopped a distance off, but |
could hear what he said clearly enough.

At firg he spoke with my father's voice.

"l wanted to tdl you the rest of the story of the Heron Boy. There isno ending to it, | fear. It judt. . .
continues. He was not a heron and he was not a boy ether, but he looked like a boy. So he dwet among
men pretending to be one of them, yet confiding his secret to those who loved him. Still, he did not
belong. He never could. He lived out his days as an impostor. But he had help, because those he
confided in did love him. Let me confide in you, then. Sekenre, when a boy becomes a man his father
giveshim a new name which is known only be-tween the two of them, until the son givesit to his own son
inturn. Therefore take the name your father had, which is Heron.”

And he spoke with the voice of the Syhil.

"Sekenre, you are marked with my mark because you are my ingrument. All men know that out of the
tangle of the world | divine the secrets of their lives But do they also know that out of the tangle of their
lives | divine the secrets of the world? That | cast them about like bones, like marbles, and read the
patterns as they fdl? | think not."

And, findly, he spoke with the voice of Surat-Kemad, god of death and of the river, and the thunder
was hisvoice; and he took off the mask and reveded his terrible face, and his jaws gaped wide, and the
numberless, fading stars were his teeth; and the sky and the earth were his mouth; and the river disgorged



itsdf from his bely; and his greet ribs were the pillars of the world.

He spoke to me in the language of the gods, of Akimshe, the burning holiness a the heart of the
universe, and he named the gods yet unborn, and he spoke of kings and of nations and of worlds, of
things past and things which are to come.

Then he was gone. The city spread before me now. | saw the foreign ships at anchor in the river, and
the bright banners waving in the morning breeze.

| took off the robe and sat on the dock, washing. A boatman drifted by and waved, but then he
redlized who | was, made a 9gn againg evil, and paddied away franticaly.

Hisfear was so trivid it was somehow incredibly funny.

| fdl back on the deck, hysericd with laughter, then lay there. Sunlight danted under the house. The
ar was warm and fdt good.

And | heard my father whisper from his grave, gently, "My son, if you can become more then a
sorcerer, | will not fear for you."

"Yes, Fether. | shdl.”

Then | folded my hands, and dowly opened them, and the fire that | held cupped there was perfect
and pae and 4ill, like a candle's flane on a breezeless summer night. Q



THE ZULU LORD

Thisisthetalethe Kaffirstell asthe tints of twilight melt And the jackal jeers from the kopje's stones and the
nighttime veils the veldt; As the cooking fires begin to glow and the lounging braves match tales, Thisisthe story the
ancientstell infar, fire-lighted kraals:

Chaka sat in his throne of state; no girls that dance or sing

Bent supple formsin the palace hut for Chakathe Zulu king.

For Chaka the king was aman of war and his hands with blood were red

And never agirl could thrill his soul asthe sight of the spear-rent dead.

But the idle assagais hung in the rack

And idle the warring horde For the tribes of the veldt-land bent the back

To Chaka, the Zulu lord.

Then he formed hisimpis rank upon rank and bid them smite and day; Three thousand warriors of Zululand fell on
that bloody day. Spear clanged on shield and the squadrons reeled under the hot blue skies; From his throne of state
King Chaka watched with his gleaming, magical eyes.

And now when the dim stars light their brands

And the night wind brings its musk The ghosts come out of the Shadowlands

And stalk through the shuddering dusk.

They say, when the night wind stirs the leaves and the starlight gleams and peers, That 'tis the rustle of unseen
shields and the glitter of shadow spears. And there in the dim of the ghostly night, far out on the silent plain, The
phantom hordes form ranks and charge, retreat, surge on again.

And the moon that rises above the ghosts

And silvers the dusky land Is Chaka, watching the spectral hosts

That died at his command.

— Robeat E.Howard




