


NORTHERN CHESS 

Tanith Lee | 

A week’s worth of submissions had left me a. tad bit 
discouraged, when along came something with imagery, 

- humor, and suspense which provided a genuine feast for 
my imagination. A relatively new writer, Tanith Lee is 

- already a superstar, establishing herself in the top ranks 
of the field right from the start with her 1975 novel 
Birthgrave. Other titles have included: Companions on 
the Road, East of Midnight, Quest for the White Witch, 
Night’s Master, The Storm Lord, and a great many others. 

“Northern Chess” has a moral—but it is a moral in- 
cidental to, or rather, in addition to a superior story. I 
received many manuscripts packed with “messages” that 
completely gobbled up the plots and characters; and 
I avoided these with a passion, even when I wholeheart- 
edly agreed with the points made. My feeling has been 
(and it is subject to revision) that the depiction of 
strong women in heroic fantasy (or any other art) is, in 
and of itself, so innately political to our male-dominant 
society that any additional polemic is redundant—and 
not nearly as effective. Tanith Lee proves the difference 
between a good rhetorician and a genuine storyteller— 
the latter is always the greater moralizer. 

Of her story, Ms. Lee says, “Rather than Barbaric, its 
influences are medieval and Carolingian France, with a 
touch of Shakespeare and Agincourt irrepressibly 
chucked in.” It’s beautifully told. 

Sky and land had the same sallow bluish tinge, soaked in 
cold light from a vague white sun. It was late summer, but 
summer might never have come here. The few trees were 
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bare of leaves and birds. The cindery grassless hills rolled up — 
and down monotonously. Their peaks gleamed dully, their 
dips were full of mist. It was a land for sad songs and dismal 
rememberings. and, when the night came, for nightmares and 

- hallucinations. 
Fifteen miles back, Jaisel’s horse had died. Not for any ap- 

parent cause. It had been healthy and active when she rode 
from the south on it, the best the dealer had offered her, 
though he had tried to cheat her in the beginning. She was 
aiming to reach a city in the far north, on the sea coast there, 

but not for any particular reason. She had fallen into the 
casual habit of the wandering adventurer. Destination was an 
excuse, never a goal. And when she saw the women at their 
looms or in their greasy kitchens, or tangled with babies, or _ 
broken with field work, or leering out of painted masks from 
shadowy town doorways, Jaisel’s urge to travel, to ride, to fly, 
to run away, increased. Generally she was running from 
something in fact as well as in the metaphysical. The last city 
she had vacated abruptly, having killed two footpads who 
had jumped her in the street. One had turned out to be a 
lordling, who had taken up robbery and rape as a hobby. In 
those parts, to kill a lord, with whatever justice, meant hang- 
ing and quartering. So Jaisel departed on her new horse, aim- 
ing for a city in the north. And in between had come this 

_ bleak northern empty land where her mount collapsed slowly 
under her and died without warning. Where the streams 
tasted bitter and the weather looked as if it wished to snow in 
summer. 

She had seen only ruins. Only a flock of grayish wild sheep 
materialized from mist on one hand and plunged away into 
mist on the other. Once she heard a raven cawing. She was 

footsore and growing angry, with the country, with herself, 
and with God. While her saddle and pack gained weight on 
her shoulders with every mile. 

Then she reached the top of one of the endless slopes, 
looked over and saw something new. : 

Down in a pool of the yellowish-bluish mist lay a village. 
Primitive and melancholy it was, but alive, for smokes spi- — 
raled from roof-holes, drifting into the cloudless sky. Mourn- 
ful and faint, too, there came the lowing of cattle. Beyond 
the warren of cots, a sinister unleafed spider web of trees. Be- 
yond them, barely seen, transparent in mist, something some - 
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distance away, a mile perhaps—a tall piled hill, or maybe a 
stony building of bizarre and crooked shape... . 

Jaisel started and her eyes refocused on the closer vantage 
of the village and the slope below. 

The fresh sound was unmistakable: jingle-jangle of bells on 
_ the bridles of war horses. The sight was exotic, also, unex- 
pected here. Two riders on steel-blue mounts, the scarlet ca- 
parisons flaming up through the quarter-tone atmosphere like 
bloody blades. And the shine of mail, the blink of gems. 

“Render your name!” one of the two knights shouted. 
She half smiled, visualizing what they would see, what they 

would assume, the surprise in store. 
“My name is Jaisel,” she shouted back. 
And heard them curse. 
“What sort of a name is that, boy?” 
Boy. Yes, and not the only time. 

She started to walk down the slope toward them. 
And what they had supposed to be a boy from the top of 

the incline, gradually resolved itself into the surprise. Her fine. 
flaxen hair was certainly short as a boy’s, somewhat shorter. 
A great deal shorter than the curled manes of knights. Slen- 

_ der in her tarnished chain mail, with slender strong hands 
dripping with frayed frosty lace at the wrists. The white lace 
collar lying out over the mail with dangling drawstrings each 
ornamented by a black pearl. The left ear-lobe pierced and a 
gold sickle moon flickering sparks from it under the palely 
electric hair. The sword belt was gray leather, worn and 

| stained. Dagger on right hip with a fancy gilt handle, thin 
_ sword on left hip, pommel burnished by much use. A girl 

knight with intimations of the reaver, the showman, and, (for 

what it was worth), the prince. 
When she was close enough for the surprise to have com- 

menced, she stopped and regarded the two mounted knights. 
She appeared gravely amused, but really the joke had palled 
by now. She had had twelve years to get bored with it. And 

~she was tired, and still angry with God. 
“Well,” one of the knights said at last, “it takes all kinds to 

fill the world. But I think you’ve mistaken your road, lady.” 
He might mean an actual direction .He might mean her 

mode of living. 
Jaisel kept quiet, and waited. Presently the second knight 

said chillily: “Do you know of this place? Understand where 
you are?” 
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“No,” she said. “It would be a courteous kindness if you 
told me.” 

The first knight frowned. “It would be a courteous 
kindness to send you home to your father, your husband and 
your children.” ; 

Jaisel fixed her eyes on him. One eye was a little narrower 
than the other. This gave her face a mocking, witty slant. 

“Then, sir,” she said, “send me. Come. I invite you.” 
The first knight gesticulated theatrically. 
“¥ am Renier of Towers,” he said. “I don’t fight women.” 
“You do,” she said. “You are doing it now. Not success- 

fully.” 
The second knight grinned; she had not anticipted that. 
“She has you, Renier. Let her be. No girl travels alone like 

this one, and dressed as she is, without skills to back it. Lis- 
ten, Jaisel. This land is cursed. You’ve seen, the life’s sucked 
out of it. The village here. Women and beasts birth monsters. 
The people fall sick without cause. Or with some cause. 
There was an alchemist who claimed possession of this 
region. Maudras, A necromancer, a worshipper of old unholy — 
gods. Three castles of his scabbed the countryside between 
here and Towers in the west. Those three are no more— 
taken and razed. The final castle is here, a mile off to the 
northeast. If the mist would lift, you might see it. The Prince 
of Towers means to expunge all trace of Maudras from the — 
earth. We are the prince’s knights, sent here to deal with the 
fourth castle as with the rest.” 

“And the castle remains untaken,” said Renier. “Months 
we've sat here in this unwholesome plague-ridden wilderness.” 

“Who defends the castle?” Jaisel asked. “Maudras him- 
self?” 

“Maudras was burned in Towers a year ago,” the second 
knight said. “His familiar, or his curse, holds the castle 
against God’s knights.” His face was pale and grim. Both 
knights indeed were alike in that. But Renier stretched his 
mouth and said to her sweetly: “Not a spot for a maid. A 
camp of men. A haunted castle in a blighted country. Better 
get home.” 

“Tf have no horse,” said Jaisel levelly. “But coins to buy 
one.” 

“We’ve horses and to spare,” said the other knight. “Dead 
men don’t require mounts, I am called Cassant. Vault up be- 
hind me and Ill bring you to the camp.” 



ae _ NORTHERN CHESS joe oe ee 

s She swung up lightly, despite the saddle and pack on her 
poulders. 
_ Renier watched her, sneering, fascinated. 
_ As they turned the horses’ heads into the lake of mist, he 
rode near and murmured: “Beware, lady. The women in the 
village are sickly and revolting. A knight’s honor may be for- 
gotten. But probably you have been raped frequently.” 
_ “Once,” she said, “ten years back. I was his last pleasure. I 
dug his grave myself, being respectful of the dead.” She met 
Renier’s eyes again and added gently, “and when I am in the 
district I visit his grave and spit on it.” 

_ The mist was denser below than Jaisel had judged from the 
slope. In the village a lot was hidden, which was maybe as 
well. At a turning among the cots she thought she spied a 
forlorn hunched-over woman, leading by a tether a shadowy 
animal, which seemed to be a cow with two heads. 
They rode between the trees and out the other side, and 

piecemeal the war camp of Towers evolved through the mist. 
Blood-blotch red banners hung lankly; the ghosts of tents 
clawed with bright heraldics that penetrated the obscurity. 
Horses puffed breath like dragon-smoke at their pickets. A 
couple of Javelot-cannon emplacements, the bronze tubes 
sweating on their wheels, the javelins stacked by, the powder 

casks wrapped in sharkskin but probably damp. 
At this juncture, suddenly the mist unravelled. A vista 

opened away from the camp for two hundred yards 
northeast, revealing the castle of the necromancer-alchemist, 
Maudras. 
_ It reared up, stark and peculiar against a tin-colored sky. 
The lower portion was carved from the native rock-base of 

a conical hill. This rose into a plethora of walls and craning. 
squinnying towers, that seemed somehow like the petrification 
of a thing once unnaturally growing. A causeway flung itself 
up the hill and under an arched doormouth, barricaded by 

iron. 
No movements were discernible on battlements or roofs. 

No pennant fiew. The castle had an aura of the tomb. Yet 
not necessarily a tomb of the dead. 

_ It was the camp which had more of the feel of a mortuary 
about it. From an oblique quarter emanated groanings. 
Where men were to be found outside the tents, they crouched 
listlessly over fires. Cook-pots and heaps of accoutrements 
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plainly went unattended. By a scarlet pavilion two knights sat. 

at chess. The game was sporadic and violent and seemed | 

likely to end in blows. | 
Cassant drew rein a space to the side of the scarlet pavil- | 

ion, whose cloth was blazoned with three gold turrets—the | 

insignia of Towers. A boy ran to take charge of the horse as | 
its two riders dismounted. But Renier remained astride his. 
horse, staring at Jaisel. Soon he announced generally, in a. 
herald’s carrying tone: “Come, gentlemen. welcome a new re-: 
cruit. A peerless knight. A damsel in breeches.” 

All around, heads lifted. A sullen interest bloomed over the 
apathy of the camp: the slurred spiteful humor of men who 
were ill, or else under sentence of execution. They began to 
get up from the pallid fires and shamble closer. The fierce 
knights paused and gazed arrogantly across with extravagant 

oaths. | 
“Mistress, you’re in for trouble,” said Cassant ruefully. 

“But be fair, he warned you of it.” 
Jaisel shrugged. She glanced at Renier, nonchalantly posed 

on the steel-blue horse, right leg loose of the stirrup now and 
hooked across the saddlebow. At ease, malevolently, he 
beamed at her. Jaisel slipped the gaudy dagger from her belt, 
let him catch the flash of the gilt, then tossed it at him. The 
little blade, with its wasp-sting point, sang through the air, 
singeing the hairs on his right cheek. It buried itself, where 

she had aimed it, in the picket post behind him. But Renier, 
reacting to the feint as she had intended. lunged desperately 
aside for the sake of his pretty face. took all his own weight 
on the yet-stirruped leg and off the free one, unbalanced roy- 
ally, and plunged crashing to the ground. At the same instant, 
fully startled, the horse tried to rear. Still left-leggedly 
trapped in the stirrup, Renier of Towers went slithering 
through the hot ashes of a fire. 

A hubbub resulted—delighted unfriendly mirth. The sol- 
diers were as prepared to make sport of a boastful lord on his 
ears in the ash as of a helpless girl. 

And the helpless girl was not quite finished. Renier wa: 
fumbling for his sword. Jaisel leaped over him like a lion, 
kicking his hands away as she passed. Landing, she wrenchec¢ 
his foot out of the stirrup and, having liberated him, jumped 
to the picket to retrieve her dagger. As Renier gained hi: 
knees, he beheld her waiting for him, quiet as a statue, he: 



ss eg aN Sp 
- NORT. HERN CHESS — 177 

ipack slung on the ground, the thin sword, slick with light, 
poady as a sixth long murderous finger to her hand. 

A second he faltered, while the camp, ferociously ani- 
inated, buzzed. Then his ringed hand went to the hilt of his 
own sword. It was two to three thirds its length from the 

_scabbard when a voice bellowed from the doorway of the 
scarlet and gold pavilion: ‘Dare to draw upon a woman, 
Renier, and Ill flay you myself.” 

Gasping, Renier let the sword grate home again. Jaisel 
turned and saw a man incarnadine with anger as the tent he 
had stepped from. Her own dormant anger woke and filled 

_ her, white anger not red, bored anger, cold anger. 

- “Don’t fear him slain, sir,” she said. “I will give him only a 
slight cut, and afterward spare him.” 

_ The incarnadine captain of the camp of Towers bent a 
_ baleful shaggy lour on her. 

_ “Strumpet, or witch?” he thundered. 
“Tell me first,” said Jaisel coolly, “your title. Is it coward 

or imbecile?” 
|. Silence was settling like flies on honey. 

<8 

_ The captain shook himself. 
“TJ never yet struck a wench—” he said. 

“Nor will you now, by God’s wounds.” 
_ His mouth dropped ajar. He disciplined it and asked 
firmly: “Why coward and why imbecile?” 

“Humoring me, are you?” she inquired. She strolled toward 
him and let the sword tip weave a delicate pattern about his 
_ nose. To his credit, having calmed himself, he retained the 
| calm. “Coward or imbecile,” she said, drawing lines of glint- 

| ing fire an inch from his nostrils, “because you cannot take a 
| castle that offers no defenders.” 

A response then. A beefy paw thrust up to flick the sword 
F away from him and out of her hand. But the sword was too 
| quick. Now it rested horizontally on the air, tip twitching a 
| Moment at his throat. And now it was gone back into its 

scabbard, and merely a smiling strange-eyed girl was before 

“I already know enough of you,” the captain said, “that 
|. you are a trial to men and an affront to heaven is evident. 

Despite that, I will answer your abuse. Maudras’ last castle 
is defended by some sorcery he conjured to guard it. Three 
assaults were attempted. The result you shall witness. Follow, 
she-wolf.” 
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And he strode off through the thick of the men who parted 
to let him by, and to let the she-wolf by in his wake. No one 
touched her but one fool, who had observed, but learned 

nothing. The pommel of her dagger in his ribs, bruising 
through mail and shirt, put pain to his flirtation. 

“Here,” the captain barked. -| 
He drew aside the flap of a dark tent, and she saw twenty 

men lying on rusty mattresses and the two surgeons going up 
and down. The casualties of some savage combat. She beheld 
things she had beheld often, those things which sickened les 
but appalled more with repetition. Near to the entrance a bo 
younger than herself, dreaming horribly in a fever, called out: 
Jaisel slipped into the tent. She set her icy palm on the boy’ 
forehead and felt his raging heat burn through it. But he 
touch seemed to alleviate his dream at least. He grew quieter. 

“Again,” she said softly, “coward, or imbecile. And thes 
are the sacrificial victims on the altar ef cowardice or imbe- 
cility.” 

Probably, the captain had never met such merciless eyes 
Or, perhaps not so inexplicably, from between the smoo 
lids of a young girl. 

“Enchantment,” he said gruffly. “And sorcery. We were 
powerless against it. Do you drink wine, you virago? Yes, 
doubt. Come and drink it with me then in my pavilion and 
you shall have the full story. Not that you deserve it. But you 
are the last thrown stone that kills a man. Injustice atop all 
the rest, and from a woman.” | 

Abruptly she laughed at him, her anger spent. 

Red wine and red meat were served in the red pavilion. All 
the seven knights of the Towers camp were present, Cassant 
and Renier among the rest. Outside, their men went on sitting 
around the fires. A dreary song had been struck up, and was 
repeated, over and over, as iron snow-light radiated from the 
northern summer sky. 

The captain of the knights had told again the story Cassant 
had recounted to Jaisel on the slope: The three castles razed, 
the final castle which proved unassailable. Gruff and belli- 
cose, the captain found it hard to speak of supernatural items 
and growled the matter into his wine. 

“Three assaults were offered the walls of the castle. Mon- 
taube led the first of these. He died, and fifty men with him. 
Of what? We saw no swordsmen on the battlements, no jave- 
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lots were fired, no arrows. Yet men sprinkled the ground, 
bloody and dying, as if an army twice our numbers had come . 
> grips with them unseen. The second assault, I led. I es- 
8 caped by a miracle. I saw a man, his mail split as if by a bolt 
shot from a great distance. He dropped with a cry and blood 
_ bursting from a terrible wound. Not a soul was near but I, 
“his captain. No weapon or shot was visible. The third as- 
_ sault—was planned, but never carried through. We reached 
“the escarpment, and my soldiers began falling like scythed 
grain. No shame in our retreat. Another thing. Last month, 
three brave fools, men of dead Montaube’s, decided secretly 
to effect entry by night over the walls. A sentry perceived 
them vanish within. They were not attacked. Nor did they re- 
turn.” 
__ There was a long quiet in the pavilion. Jaisel glanced up 
and encountered the wrathful glare of the captain. 
_ “Ride home to Towers, then,” she said. “What else is there 
‘to do?” 
_ “And what other council would you predict from a 
“woman?” broke in Renier. “We are men, madam. We'll take 
that rock, or die. Honor, lady. Did you never hear of it in the 
“whorehouse where you were whelped?” 
- “You have had too much wine, sir,” said Jaisel. “But by all 
means have some more.” She poured her cup, measured and 
deliberate, over his curling hair. Two or three guffawed, en- 
joying this novelty. Renier leapt up. The captain bellowed 
Aamiliarty, and Renier again relapsed. 

_ Wine ran in rosy streams across his handsome brow. 
_- “Truly, you do right to reprove me, and the she-wolf is 
sight to anoint me with her scorn. We sit here like cowards, 
as she mentioned. There’s one way to take the castle. A chal- 
Tenge. Single combat between God and Satan. Can the haunt- 
ing of Maudras refuse that?” Renier got to his feet with 
precision now. 
“You are drunk, Renier,” the captain snapped. 

“Not too drunk to fight.” Renier was at the entrance. The 
captain roared. Renier only bowed. “I am a knight. Only so 
far can you command me.” 
“You fool—” said Cassant. 
“TI am, however, my own fool,” said Renier. 

_ The knights stood, witnesses to his departure. Respect, sor- 
row and dread showed in their eyes, their nervous fingers fid- 
dling with jewels, wine cups, chess figures. 
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Outside, the- dreary song had broken off. Renier was 
shouting for his horse and battle gear. 

The knights crowded to the flap to watch him armed. Their 
captain elect joined them. No further protest was attempted, 
as if a divine ordinance were being obeyed. 

Jaisel walked out of the pavilion. The light was thickenin 
as if to hem them in. Red fires, red banners, no other color 
able to pierce the gloom. Renier sat his horse like a carved 
chess figure himself, an immaculate knight moving against a 
castle on a misty board. 

The horse fidgeted, trembled. Jaisel ran her hand peac 
fully down its nose amid the litter of straps and buckles. Sh 
did not look at Renier, swaggering above her. She sensed t 
well his panic under.the pride. . 

“Don’t” she said to him softly, “ride into the arms o 
death because you think I shamed your manhood. It’s t 
large a purge for so small an ill.” Spee | 

“Go away, girl,” he jeered at her. “Go and have babies as 
God fashioned you to do.” 

“God did not fashion you to die, Renier of Towers.” | 
“Maybe you’re wrong in that,” he said wildly, and jerked 

the horse around and away from her: 
He was galloping from the camp across the plain toward 

the rock. A herald dashed out and followed, but prudently 
hanging some yards behind, and when he sounded the brass, 
the notes cracked, and his horse shied at the noise. But Re- 
nier’s horse threw itself on as if in preparation for a massive 
jump at the end of its running. | 

“He’s mad; will die,” Cassant mumbled. 
“And my fault,” Jaisel answered. 
A low horrified moan went through the ranks of the watch- 

ers. The iron barricades of the huge castle’s mouth were slug- 
gishly folding aside. Nothing rode forth. It was, on the 
contrary, patently an invitation. 

One man yelled to Renier across a hundred yards of gray 
ground. Several swelled the cry. Suddenly, three quarters of 
the camp of Towers was howling. To make sport of a noble 
was one thing. To see him seek annihilation was another. 
They screamed themselves hoarse, begging him to choose rea- 
son above honor. 

Jaisel, not uttering a word, turned from the spectacle. 
When she heard Cassant swearing, she knew Renier had gal- 
loped straight in the iron portal. The commotion of shouting 
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crumbled into breathings, oaths. And then came the shock — 
and clangor of two iron leaves meeting together again across 
the mouth of hell. 

Impossible to imagine what he might be confronting now. 
Perhaps he would triumph, re-emerge in glory. Perhaps the 
evil in Maudras’ castle had faded, or had never existed. Was © 
an illusion. Or a lie. 

They waited. The soldiers, the knights. The woman. A cold 
_ wind blew up, raking plumes, pennants, the long curled hair, 
: plucking bridle bells, the gold sickle moon in Jaisel’s left ear, 

the fragile lace at her wrists, and the foaming lace at the 
wrists of others. 

The white sun westered, muddied, disappeared. Clouds like 
curds forming in milk formed in the sky. 2 

_ Darkness slunk in on all fours. Mist boiled over, hiding the 
view of the castle. The fires burned, the horses coughed at — 
their pickets. : 

_ There was the smell of a wet rottenness, like marshland— 
the mist—or rotting hope. 
_ A young knight whose name Jaisel had forgotten was at 
er elbow. He thrust in her face a chess piece of red amber. 
“The white queen possessed the red knight,” he hissed at 
ler. “put him in the box then. Slam the lid. Fine chess game 
tere in the north. Castles ,unbreachable and bitches for 
ueens. Corpses for God’s knights.” 
Jaisel stared him down till he went away. From the corner 

f her eye, she noticed Cassant was weeping tears, frugally, 

me at a time. 

It was too easy to get by the sentries in the mist and dark. 
Mf course, they were alert against the outer environs, not the 

camp itself. But, still too easy. Discipline was lax. Honor had 
become everything, and honor was not enough. 

_ Yet it was her own honor that drove her, she was not im- 
‘mune. Nor immune to this sad region. She was full! of guilt 
she had no need to feel, and full of regret for a man with 
whom she had shared only a mutual dislike, distrust, and 
some quick verbal cuts and quicker deeds of wrath. Renier 
had given himself to the castle, to show himself valiant, to 
Shame her. She was duly shamed. Accordingly, she was 
goaded to breach the castle also, to plumb its vile secret. To 
save his life if she could, avenge him if not. And die if the 
castle should outwit her? No. Here was the strangest fancy of 
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all. Somewhere in her bones she did not believe Maudras’ | 

castle could do that. After all, her entire life had been a suc-) 

cession of persons, things, fate itself, trying to vanquish her 

and her aims. From the first drop of menstrual blood, the | 

first husband chosen for her at the age of twelve, the first 

(and last) rape, the first swordmaster who had mocked her 

demand to learn and ended setting wagers on her—there had. 

been so many: lions in her way. And she had systematically 

overcome each of them. Because she did not, would not, ac-) 

cept that destiny was unchangeable. Or that what was merely | 

named unconquerable could not be conquered. 

Maudras’ castle then, just another symbol to be thrown 

down. And the sick-sweet twang of fear in her vitals was no 

more than before any battle, like an old scar throbbing, 

simple to ignore. 
She padded across the plain noiselessly in the smoky mist. 

Sword on left hip, dagger on the right. Saddle and pack had 

been left behind beneath her blanket. Some would-be goat 

might suffer astonishment if he ventured to her sleeping 

place. Otherwise they would not detect her absence till sun- 

rise. 
The mist ceased thirty feet from the causeway. 

She paused a moment, and considered the eccentric edifice 

pouring aloft into overcast black sky. Now the castle had a 

choice. It could gape invitingly as it had before Renier the 

challenger. Or leave her to climb the wall seventy feet high 

above the doormouth. | 

The iron barricades stayed shut. 

She went along the causeway. | 

Gazing up, the cranky towers seemed to reel, sway. Cer- 

tainly it had an aura of wickedness, of impenetrable lingering 

hate... 
White queen against bishop of darkness. 
Queen takes castle, a rare twist to an ancient game. 
The wall. 
Masonry jutted, stonework creviced, protruded. Even 

weeds had rooted there. It was a gift, this wall, to any who 
would climb it. Which implied a maleficent joke, similar to 
the opening doors. Enter. Come, I welcome you, Enter me 
and be damned within me. 

She jumped, caught hold, began to ascend. Loose-limbed 
and agile from a hundred trees, some other less lordly walls, 
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: one cliff-face five years ago—Jaisel could skim up vertical 
buildings like a cat. She did not really require all the solici- 

43 tous help Maudras’ wall pressed on her. 
She gained the outer battlements in minutes and was look- 

ing in. Beyond this barrier, the curtain, a courtyard with its 
central guard—but all pitch black, difficult to assess. Only 
that configuration of turrets and crooked bastions breaking 

_ clear against the sky. As before, she thought of a growth, pet- 
- tified. 

The sound was of ripped cloth. But it was actually ripped 
atmosphere. Jaisel threw her body fiat on the broad parapet 
and something kissed the nape of her neck as it rushed by 
into the night. Reminiscent of a javelot bolt. Or the thicker 
swan-flighted arrows of the north. Without sentience, yet 
meant for the heart, and capable of stilling it. 

She tilted herself swiftly over the parapet, hung by her fin- 
gers, and dropped seven feet to a platform below. As she 
landed, the tearing sound was reiterated. A violent hand 
tugged her arm. She glanced and beheld shredded lace barely 
to be seen in the blackness. The mail above her wrist was 
heated. 

Some power which could make her out when she was 
- nearly blind, but which seemed to attack randomly, inaccu- 

rately. She cast herself flat again and crawled on her belly to 
the head of a stair. 

Here, descending, she became the perfect target. No mat- 
ter. Her second swordsmaster had been something of an acro- 

bat— 
Jaisel launched herself into air and judging where the rims 

of the steps should be, executed three bold erratic somer- 
saults, arriving ultimately in a hedgehog-like roll in the court. 

As she straightened from this roll, she was aware of a sud- 
dn dim glow. She spun to meet it, sword and dagger to 
hand, then checked, heart and gorge passing each other as 
they traveled in the wrong directions. 

The glow was worse than sorcery. It was caused by a de- 
caying corpse half propped in a ruined cubby under the 
stairs. Putrescent, the remnants gave off a phosphorescent 
shine, matched by an intolerable stench that seemed to inten- 
sify with recognition. And next, something else. Lit by. the 
Witch-light of dead flesh, an inscription apparently chiselled 
in the stone beside it. Against her wits, Jaisel could not resist 
‘studying it. In pure clerical calligraphy it read: 
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MAUDRAS SLEWME ——tS 
One of Montaube’s men. 

Only the fighter’s seventh sense warned Jaisel. It sent her 

ducking, darting, her sword arm sweeping up—and a great 

‘blow smashed against the blade, singing through her arm into” 

her breast and shoulder. A great invisible blow. 
The thought boiled in her—How can I fight what I cannot — 

see? And the second inevitable thought: I have always fought 

that way, combat with abstracts. And in that extraordinary 

instant, wheeling to avoid the slashing lethal blows of a mur- 

derous nonentity, Jaisel realized that though she could not ] 

see, yet she could sense. : 

Perhaps twenty further hackings hailed against her sword, 

chipped the stones around. Her arm was almost numbed, but 

organized and obedient as a war machine, kept up its parries, — 

feints, deflectings, thrusts. And then, eyes nearly closed, 

seeing better through her instinct with a hair’s-breadth, danc-_ 
ing-with-death accuracy, she paid out her blade the length of. 

her arm, her body hurtling behind it, and felt tissue part on 

either side of the steel. And immediately there followed a 

brain-slicing shriek, more like breath forced from a bladder — 

than the protest of a dying throat. 
The way was open. She sensed this too, and shot forward, 

doubled over, blade swirling its precaution. A fresh doorway, 

the gate into the guard, yawning unbarred, and across this 

gate, to be leaped, a glow, a reeking skeleton, the elegant — 
chiselling in the stone floor on this occasion: 

MAUDRAS SLEW ME. 

“Maudras” Jaisel shouted as she leaped. 
She was in the wide hollow of the castle guard. In the huge ~ 

black, which tingled and burned and flashed with colors 
thrown by her own racing blood against the discs of her eyes. 

Then the darkness screamed, an awful shattering of notes, 
which brought on an avalanche, a cacophany, as if the roof 
fell. It took her an extra heart-beat to understand, to fling 
herself from the path of a charging destruction no less potent — 
for being natural. As the guard wall met her spine, the 
screaming nightmare, Renier’s horse, exploded by her and out 
into the court beyond the door. 

She lay quiet, taking air, and something stirred against her 
arm. She wrenched away and raised her sword, but Mon- 
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taube’s ultimate glowing soldier was there, draped on the base 
of what looked to be a pillar trunk. A lamp, he shone for her 
as the circulatory flashes died from the interior of her eyes. 
So she saw Renier of Towers sprawled not a foot from her. 

She kneeled, and tested the quality of the tension about 
_ her. And she interpreted from it a savoring, a cat’s-paw 

willingness to play, to let out the leash before dragging it 

tight once more. 
The corpse (MAUDRAS SLEW ME inscribed on the pil- 

lar) appeared to glow brighter to enable her to see the mark 
on Renier’s forehead, like the bruise caused by some glancing 
bolt. A trickle of blood where formerly wine had trickled. 
The lids shivering, the chest rising and falling shallowly. 

_ She leaned to him and whispered: “You live then. Your 
_ luck’s kinder than I reckoned. To be stunned rather than 

slaughtered. And Maudras’ magic waiting for you to get up 
again. Not liking to kill when you would not know it. Prefer- 
ring to make a meal of killing you, unfair and unsquare.” 

Then, without preface, terror swamped the hollow pillared 

guard of Maudras’ castle. 
_. A hundred, ten hundred, whirling slivers of steel carved the 

nothingness. From the blind vault, blades swooped, seared, 
wailed. Jaisel was netted in a sea of death. Waves of death 
broke over her, gushed aside, were negated by vaster waves. 
She sprang from one edge and reached another. The slashing 

was like the beaks of birds, scoring hands, cheeks; scratches 
as yet, but pecking, diligent, While, in its turn, her sword 

sank miles deep in substances like mud, like powder. Subhu- 
man voices squalled. Unseen shapes tottered. But the rain of 
bites of pecks, of scratches, whirled her this way, that way, 

against pillars, broken stones, downward, upward. And she 
was in terror. Fought in terror. Terror lent her miraculous 
skills, feats, and a crazy flailing will to survive, and a high 
wild cry which again and again she smote the darkness with, 
along with dagger and sword. 

Till abruptly she could no longer fight. Her limbs melted 
and terror melted with them into a worse state of abject ex- 
haustion, acceptance, resignation. Her spirit sank, she sank, 

the sword sank from one hand, the dagger from the other. 
Drowning, she thought stubbornly: Die fighting, at least. But 
she did not have the strength left her. 

Not until that moment did she grow aware of the cessation 
of blows, the silence. 
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_ She had stumbled against, was partly leaning on, some up- 

- right block of stone that had been in her way when she 

dropped. Dully, her mind struggled with a paradox that 

would not quite resolve. She had been battling shadows, 

which had slain others instantly, but had not slain Jaisel. 

Surely what she supposed was a game had gone on too long 
for a game. While in earnest, now she was finished, the mech- 

‘anism for butchery in this castle might slay her, yet did not. 
And swimming wonder surfaced scornfully: Am I charmed? 

There was a light. Not the phosphorus of Montaube’s sol- 
diers. It was a light the color the wretched country had been 
by day, a sallow snow-blue glaze, dirty silver on the columns, 
coming up like a Sabbat moon from out of nowhere. 

Jaisel stared into the light, and perceived a face floating in 
it. No doubt. It must be the countenance of burned Maudras, 
the last malicious dregs of his spirit on holiday from hell to 
effect menace. More skull than man. Eye sockets faintly 
gleaming, mouth taut as if in agony. a 

With loathing and aversion, and with horror, the skull re- _ 
garded her. It seemed, perversely, to instruct her to shift her 
gaze downward, to the stone block where she leaned power-— 

lessly. 
And something in the face ridiculously amused her, made - 

her shake with laughter, shudder with it, so that she knew be- — 
fore she looked. 

The light was snuffed a second later. : 
Then the castle began, in rumbling stages ,to collapse on 
every side. Matter of factly, she went to Renier and lay over 
his unconscious body to protect him from the cascading 
granite. 

He was not grateful as she bathed his forehead at the chill 
pool equidistant between the ruin and the camp of Towers. 

Nearby, the horse licked the grudging turf. The mist had 
fled. and a rose-crimson sun was blooming on the horizon. A 
hundred yards off, the camp gave evidence of enormous tur- 
moil. Renier swore at her. 

“Am I to credit that a strumpet nullified the sorcery of 
Maudras? Don’t feed me that stew.” 

“You suffer it too hardly. As ever,” said Jaisel, honed to 
patience by the events of the night. “Any woman might have 
achieved this thing. But women warriors are uncommon.” 

“There is one too many, indeed.” 
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Jaisel stood. She started to walk away. Renier called after 
her huskily: 

“Wait. Say to me again what was written in the stone.” 
Her back to him, she halted. Concisely, wryly smiling, she 

said: “‘I, Maudras, to this castle do allot my everlasting 
bane, that no man shall ever approach its walls without hurt, 
nor enter it and live long. Nor, to the world’s ending, shall it 
be taken by any man.’ ” 

Renier snarled. 
She did not respond to that, but walked on. 
Presently he caught up to her, and striding at her side, 

said: “How many other prophecies could be undone, do you 
judge, lady Insolence, that dismiss women in such fashion?” 

“As many as there are stars in heaven,” she said. 
Brooding, but no longer arguing, he escorted her into the 

camp. 


