

[image: Cover Image]


WOMEN AS DEMONS

The Male Perception of Women through Space and Time

Tanith Lee

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com



Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Preface

She is in the bothy, and through the dim fire-glow, he can see her strange shadow flung up on the wall. She may only be cooking that night’s meal, turning the raw meat into something tasty and nourishing … or she may be making magic. He will not go in for a while. He will stay to talk with the other men, about the hunting they have had, and the raiding they will be going on. That will be best.

She is with child, the woman. Her body is different. Her long shining hair seems half alive. She sings with words he cannot hear, is singing now.

She has told him, the child comes from the goddess. That she is to bear a child is the pact between her and the female Power of the earth. Though the priests say now it is the male seed quickens a woman’s womb, yet the women still murmur in this fashion. Without the goddess and the women and the womb, there would be an end to all things.

Her strange shadow flickers on the wall.

Yes. Better to wait. And not to listen to her song.

There are many submissions as to why there has been built about the female a mythology of darkness, corruption and the uncanny. Her offerings of blood, and her ability to bear children out of her own body, have jointly made of woman a creature ‘pure’ and ‘unclean’, a human hampered by seemingly irrevocable laws, chained; subsequently a being clandestine. She moves to primal music, and is therefore perhaps possessed of fundamental powers, and whims.

I do not propose to debate such causes here, though I will be found to have debated them here, and there (and not always overtly), in the stories which follow.

I must say at once that I, in common with countless women, have drunk up the Demon Woman mythology, and by now carry it in my bones. The mysterious and fascinating world which I entered at the age of nought, subtly and sweepingly fed me all the glimmering tales and all the jewellery lies. It was, and is, the glamour of the wicked lady that endears her to me. A heroine may be unattractive and cloying. The villainess, with her dashing carelessness and accoutrements of sin, she turns the head. An equation evolves: bad is beautiful. And the same may be said of men, if it comes to it. Satan, Dracula … the myth of the Man as Demon also exists, nurtured by the fantasies of women, and the hero-model wish-fulfilment of the male. A woman may find the demonic but powerful anti-heroine a welcome extension, the powerful demonic man desirable and challenging. Just so may a man find the image of the anti-hero liberates him from certain gender ghettos – false courtesies, imposed roles – while becoming ensnared by the dangerous female, be she Countess Bathory or Morgan le Fey. There is nothing inherently wrong in any of that – except where it loses the true nature of the game or the experiment, and begins to cloud visions of the real – that is the lived-in – world.

As a writer my means – I can hardly say method – is to allow the story, its nuances, characters, purpose, to shape themselves. I am the instrument. This evidently supposes that I do not, save rarely, interfere during the stages of production. And, when writing in the first person, I become, as an actor does, the character herself or himself.

Why or how one is able to do this, those who can are rarely able to explain. I am inclined to believe myself that it is an avenue open to everyone of reasonable intelligence and sympathy. Not merely to understand – but to become, if only for a moment, another person, regardless of sex, origin or creed, renders to us a compassion of a form for which there is no proper word. But too it gives into our hands valuable weapons of insight and thought. These rewards may not last, but at least we shall have had a brief possession of them.

If writing as a man, then, I do not recall in any way that I am a woman. I am able to put down what my character feels and knows. And drawing back, in the intervals, I have been occasionally shocked at what I have been party to. That does not mean, however, that I would deny a single word. Far from it. I am not a censor, but a recorder. My passion for what, as a writer, I can do, is bound up forever in my faith that even the fiction I write is real, in some inexpressible way.

Because I am writing from a powerhouse of human genes, the very fact that I permit an inner voice to speak, should, I insist, conjure nothing that violates integrity. Aside from my paper people, I am a woman, and I do not think that woman has any more of the bestial or the demonic in her than has her masculine opposite.

Writing inside fantasy, with its parallels of those primitive societies where the female position was that of goods, valued or un-, the writer is obliged to concoct female characters who fit their era and element. Whose situation is therefore a frank nullity (given the framework of Action and Adventure), unless leavened by some psychic and/or devilish ability. When writing as a male, I am next able to explore ‘first hand’ some of the responses to the superstition of the Demon Woman. I have indeed begun to see, inside those bearded, weaponed skins, a spark of what may have started the fear. And, with luck, thereby demonstrated something of it, on the page. Also, inevitably, I have been struck by the revelation that women, under this relentless pressure, can become the accomplices of their own downfall. They too may credit themselves with grim undercurrents unique to their gender, shadow-powers that set them apart in hidden rituals that men dare not look on, offering a chance to ‘win’ by underhand practice: purely the philosophy of the slave.

Nevertheless, that said, inside the context of fantasy, where psychic powers and magic of all types really do work, a woman who draws up from herself these same forces, dark or bright, is attaining a strength entirely legitimate and self-expressive. In those climes there will be plenty of men gifted with sorcery and employing the art to exact pleasures and vengeances. A woman, there, who uses her own talent and gift to do the same or worse, is merely achieving her majority, proving her equality. That her unhappy life has made her into an evil person is another matter, having to do with morals. She is fighting with a genuine arsenal. And that is not the philosophy of the slave, but of the warrior.

The only danger arises out of a misconception here, amidst the everyday distresses and injustices. Here a woman should not fight by imagined means. Although personally I believe in the possibility of psychic power and its affiliations, it will probably not work with the drum-roll efficiency it offers the witch in the story. Certain things therefore should not be borne with self-consoling delusory promises of dark mental retributions, curses of the backstairs. Here the warrior must use the ordinary (s)word.

And I do think that most of us cannot fight an unseen enemy, even if we have been given an excellent description of it. The case needs constantly to be examined, and part of that examination must entail a grasp not merely of where and when the myth began, and was perpetuated, but of where it has sunk its roots into the bedrock of heart and brain. I am aware, as I have said, that I am not immune to the male perspective on women. Obviously I have been influenced. This I understand and accept in myself. However, the tendency, where it occurs, need not be used to prolong the damaging nonsense that sometimes has been told about Woman Strong and Woman Wise. By retelling the myth it seems to me I have tried to investigate and pin-point the issue, rather than uphold the sham. The structure of The Demoness for example, for me rests upon its final line. Into Gold makes a quavering double-take feasible. You are my Sunshine is a black burlesque that surely defies unqualified acceptance. Deux Amours and Mirage and Magia are outcries from that last ditch wherein even the gifted and vital woman can find herself. As is The Unrequited Glove – although this carries too the caveat: man, beware. In creating this terror you may bring it down upon yourself.

These, or coexisting patterns, can be detected in each story. Except perhaps in the very last, Northern Chess. There a solution is presented at least to the problem of female oppression by a male partner, and the restrictions of the female ‘persona’. A proportion of women, casting aside the real or invented mask and mirror, know too well that this will be their station. Woman not as demon, or adjunct, but as hero – distinct, self-responsible, uncompromised, veritable – and alone.

 

Tanith Lee


The Demoness

She waited in her high tower.

Day in, day out she waited.

The tower was white and stretched beneath her, far, far, to the sweep of the bleached dunes and the grey glister of the sea.

Her world was all grey, all white, half-tones, glitterings, without shape. A world colourless, and abstract. And she too was white, her foamy dress, her feet, her narrow hands – all white as the chalk hills that ran distantly above the sea. But her long, long hair was red, blood red, red as an eruption of magma out of the white volcanic crystal of her flesh. She did not look at her hair; obscurely she feared it. She bound it on her head in braids.

She was waiting, and not certain why she waited, or for whom, or for what.

She did not think of her past or her future, or really of any particular thing. She had no memory, or so it seemed, only an empty page from which words had faded. She watched the gulls dip in on the wind, screaking in their wind voices. She came out of the tower at certain times, and went in again at certain other times. Like a figure on a clock. She had no ambitions or yearnings, nor any hope. She was, in the sense that she existed. She was, but that was all.

Time passed, but time had no meaning. It might have been yesterday or tomorrow when she saw him.

He was riding up the beach in the dawn, a man in gold on a golden horse, its mane like blowing corn, scarlet reins and golden bells on them, its hooves striking up the sand. He dazzled her eyes. He wore a kind of armour that was either too antique or else too recent for her to recognise it. Tassels swung from his shoulders, his hair was ragged and bright like the ripped-out strings of a golden harp.

She felt a quickening as she leaned down from the length of the white tower. Am I waiting for this man? He was a burning ant on the beach, but soon he rode under the arch of the tower. An echo came, and then his feet loud on the stairs. She heard him pass through room after room, stopping sometimes. She imagined him examining certain things. But all the while he was drawing nearer. She turned to face the door through which he would come. Her heart beat. Without thinking, she reached up and let down her hair.

He stood still in the doorway looking at her. He was stern; she wanted to make him smile. He stared in her face.

‘Where is Golbrant?’ he asked her.

She put her hand to her mouth. She shook her head.

‘He that passed by here, thirty days gone, riding to Krennok-dol. He that had a harp on his back and a scar like a cross on his brow.’

She shook her head once more, and her heart beat fast and she put her hand on her throat and waited.

‘Golbrant,’ he said, his eyes narrow and very bright, ‘my brother by vow, not blood. He to whom the Sisters said, “Beware the white woman waiting for death in the tall tower by the sea.” ’

He came forward and seized her by the hair, and twisted it around his hand until the pain filled her skull like a silver cloud.

‘Where is Golbrant?’ he hissed, and then he met her eyes.

This was how it was to her. His eyes were like a summer garden. She wanted to draw from them those vistas of amber shades and yellow darts of sun, she wanted those hopes, those ambitions and yearnings she saw in them to fill her emptiness, her darkness, with their purpose and their light. She was hungry and thirsty for his reflected life as the fish for water, the wings of the bird for air. And her eyes began to breathe, to drink like beasts at a pool, and she put out her hands to his neck and drew herself against the hard armour, and clung to him tight. He spat a curse at her, and tried to shake himself free of her hands, her eyes, but could not. There was a kind of pleasant deathly heaviness in her embrace, her gaze, like sleep, except where it filled and curdled in his loins. She drew him down. She drowned him in her eyes and her body. He swam in the current of her flesh, and the tide took him away, and he was lost in the tunnel of the pleasure she had to give him. Such pleasure it was no woman before or since had been, would be. It was the whole store of her pleasure, held for him. She was the jar that contained the oceans, the fountainhead; he strove to reach the source and cried aloud to reach it.

But at the last his body checked itself. Out of desire came a great numbness, and then a revulsion of the pale thing wriggling beneath him. He understood then what he would have given her along with the life that ran out of him.

And then he twisted aside. He pulled his body free, and he turned his head, shielding his eyes as if from a dreadful and consuming glare.

‘So, what they said of you is true, white woman,’ he muttered in sick cold anger, more to his own self than to her. ‘You devour the brain’s knowledge and the mind’s reason with your look and your womb. Yes, I felt it leaving me, and I would be hollow after as the bone of marrow when the wolf has had it. Is this then how you dealt with Golbrant?’

Her gaze was darkening, dimming, going out. She lay on the ground. She did not understand. And yet there was a faint memory, a memory like a dream, of a man on a dark horse, dark-haired, with a harp on his back with a woman’s face, and a jagged criss-cross above his eyes. She had waited for him too, she remembered now, and he had come, across the long rooms, up the stairs of the tower. But he had not flinched aside, the light had passed from him to her. She looked up at the man whom she had almost possessed, for she recollected now, abruptly, what it meant when she lay with men. It was neither a shock nor a surprise, and not abhorrent. It seemed natural, for what did she know of the natural order of things to make this one thing that was hers seem strange and dark and evil?

‘He is dead,’ she said softly, an explanation only.

The golden man drew his sword, swung it to lop her head from her shoulders, but it was not the habit of the warriors of Krennok-dol to kill women, however great their anger. So he halted, and after a moment he sheathed the sword again.

‘Live, vampire,’ he said, his eyes now blind with hate, ‘but never practice on a man again to take his wits, or I’ll see your head on a pole yet.’

It could make no sense to her; she was not quite human, human values and laws had no meaning. Yet she stared at him, and she loved him, because he had won free from her and had no need of her any more.

He strode from room to room, searching for his vow-brother, Golbrant, but Golbrant had staggered from room to room when his self and his sanity had gone from him, and had fallen down from the high place into the sea. The waves had carried him off like sour green vinegar dogs, and the vulture gulls had picked at him, and the fish, so that now he was ivory on the ocean floor, with no mark on him any more to say who he was, except the gold harp turning green in the sand at his side.

While the warrior searched, the woman followed him. She could not tell him where Golbrant had gone, could not remember, though no doubt he guessed. She stared at his back, stared at his face when he turned. Her love was all-devouring; she would have eaten him if she could. Her love was like that.

But he thrust her aside, and went down the stairs of the tower, away from her and away. He found the horse and rode it off up the sea road into the chalk stacks that margined the shore.

For three days she wandered in the tower. She did not bind up her long, long hair. She did not go out above the bleached strand. She was no longer waiting. Golbrant and all the other men who had sunk like ships in her deadly embrace, lost their wills and their minds in her eyes and her womb, were quite forgotten again, shadows at the back of her thoughts perhaps, no more. But him she remembered, the warrior on the grain-yellow horse, his narrow bright eyes, his flax hair, his anger and his going away.

On the dawn of the fourth day she went down the stairs of the tower, and out, and up the sea road after him.

She had never left the tower before, not in all her years since she had become what she was. There had been no desire before; now there was a compulsion.

The sun cracked open the grey sky, and the sun and her blowing hair were two bright dabs of scarlet in the colourless land she was leaving.

After some days the land changed colour. It changed from white to black. Hills like black crouching crows stood guard on either side of the road. The sky was dark with storms. Now her feet were red as her hair because the sharp black stones bit them like snakes. She was one of those who had no need to eat or sleep, so she simply walked day and night. She followed the hoofprints of the horse, and sometimes there were droppings; here and there a piece of his cloak might have caught on brambles, or she would come to the cold ashes of a fire and run her fingers through them and touch the ash with her tongue because he had lain by them for warmth when they were alive three nights before.

Then there was a black river in the twilight. There was a round blue moon overhead that looked almost transparent, and great clouds beating by like angry birds. And there was an old devil-woman crouched by the rushing water tending a bluish fire and a cauldron of death over it. She was wrapped up in something black, only her eyes showed and her skinny hands stuck out, all bone. When she saw the white woman walking along the river bank she screamed out:

‘Krennock-dol lies that way! That way! Over the river.’

Then the devil-woman left her brew and went up to her, and turned her to look out across the river.

‘No way for you to cross. The bridge is down – he did it, knowing you followed after. He was afraid, the horse leaped and struck sparks from its iron feet, knowing the vampire girl came behind them. I gave him a charm to protect him from you, but it will do him no good. Look at you, all hunger. Is this your love then, to follow a man who runs in terror, a man who hates you in his loins and sword arm? Didn’t you drive to death his vow-brother, Golbrant the Good?’ Here the devil-woman spat. ‘What is it makes you hurry after the sword stroke which is all he wants to give you?’

But the white woman was already wandering down the bank away from her, searching, searching for a place to cross, though there was none at all, and anyone could see it but her. The devil-woman ran after her, skipping like a ghastly black goat, for she had goat horns on her head, being what she was. She tapped the woman’s shoulder.

‘Do you know his name even? No. Well, there’s too much of him in the world. If you want him, walk into the water and it’ll carry you over, unless you’re afraid to do it. A long search you will have, but when you find him, he will be yours. Only remember the price he pays for it. Witless he will be then, but what a joy to you – if you keep him from the tall crags and death. Like your child and your man, all in one, for ever and ever.’

She heard, and though it was only a shadow on her thoughts, yet she understood. At the brink of the river the devil-woman whispered:

‘If you let him go free, you will be dust, for a sword will strike off your head. Let nothing and no one come between. Remember.’

Then she thrust with her bony hands, pushing the woman down into the water. The white woman had no fear. Her hair and her dress floated her up, the current bore her downstream, her hands trailed like drowned flowers, and she thought only of him she sought. All night, under the blue-ringed stars, the river pulled her between the hills by silver ropes. Near dawn it cast her up like a white fish-maid on the icy quays that lie below the dol hill.

Six or seven river fishermen found her. They thought she was a suicide and crossed themselves, but before they could run for the priest, she got up and walked away from them up the stone path to the hill, not seeing them.

The hill was green. Things grew on it that were not rank or poisonous in any way, and behind lay a forest. The land of Krennok was a land alive between the dead lands, north, south, east and west. High on the green hill the king’s house stood, made of wood, stone and brass. Two hundred pillars upheld the roof in the king’s great hall, pillars carved like trees of green marble. Fountains played and pools lay clear as glass, and white birds fluted in the gardens where round fruits grew in clusters under the yellow sky. This was Krennok-dol. At the great gate of bronze hung a bell the size of a warrior, with a tongue the size of a girl-child ten years old.

She had no means to strike the bell; it would take a tall man on a tall horse, striking with his sword, to do it. So she knocked, till her hands bled like her feet, on the bronze door panels.

It was the law in the king’s hold that whoever came asking for mercy or justice, or any other kind of boon, should at least get a hearing from him. Consequently the porter came at last and let her in. Her dress and hair were still wet from the river, and she walked over the threshold trailing black river weed from her skirt. She frightened the porter a good deal.

She went up the great stairways into the hall with its forest of pillars. The king and his warriors had come from their dawn prayers, and were sitting eating and drinking at long tables. The king himself sat on his high seat of hammered gold, as he had sat three days before when a warrior came galloping from the sea with red-rimmed eyes and a horse frothing with fear. The king had risen to welcome and embrace him; he loved this warrior perhaps better than the rest, though possibly he had loved Golbrant the Good even more than this his Alondor, that women called the Gold behind their hands.

But Alondor held away from the king.

‘There is a curse on me,’ he said. ‘God forbid I give it to you like a contagion.’

He told them of Golbrant’s death in the high tower by the sea. He reminded them of the Sisters, those five dark witches who had come to Krennok-dol five months ago to wail prophecies of death for five warriors. When he spoke of the woman in the tower and what he had done with her, he went white with shame. Later he made confession to the priest. The priest prayed hard, understanding very well what Alondor feared. Having lain with her but given nothing, having failed to kill her when he was able, he had left with her those powers of his pleasure and his hate he had renounced. And she had come after him, still came, relentless as winter with her cold white desire. If again he stood in her presence he knew he, in turn, would have no power. The succubus would entangle him and destroy him, draining his brain of its life. Such was the shadowy magic of her sexual vampirism, the oldest and most terrible of all the demons in the world. He had not known all this till he was three days on the road and sensed, by a prickling of his skin, a coldness and a frenzy in his loins, what followed and with what ability.

Alondor fled out of Krennok-dol a day before she came there.

As she stood in the king’s hall, she looked about for him, and her heart beat. When she saw he was not there, a deadly misery made her falter. Yet only for a moment. Then, forgetting it, remembering only him, she turned to leave the king’s house the way she had come.

The king sprang up with an oath and three warriors ran into her path. They raised their swords to strike her down, but again the old stigma caught at their hands. They had never killed or harmed a woman. It came hard to do it now. Then she walked by them with her pale blind eyes.

‘Go after!’ shouted the king. ‘Do as he should have done. Remember her foulness and her sorcery! Not a woman but a thing under your blades.’

They followed her out. On the stairway one looked in her face. He shrank back and could do nothing. Farther down another reached her. He swung her about and the sword swung, but at the last instant she seemed so pitiful, only a poor madwoman.

This is some mistake! he cried to himself, and let her go in an agony of bewilderment.

The third ran for his horse. He followed her across the court, out of the gate, grinning with fury. It seemed to him he was out hunting; he heard the dogs snarling ahead and glimpsed the running white deer leaping down from the green dol hill. When he was near enough, he snatched her on the horse, and rode with her limp in one arm into the forest beyond the hill. There he flung her down and himself over her in an unbearable ecstasy of need. The sword he used on her was flesh, and soon she slid from under him and walked away, barely conscious of what he had done or had become. Days later the king’s warriors found him, a wandering madman screaming for his hunting dogs under the thick-leafed boughs.

She walked through a year. For a year Alondor the Gold fled before her. He became a mercenary, hiring out his war skills to many kings whose causes seemed good. Never did he stay long in any one place. He dreamed of fear and lust, and of Golbrant, his vow-brother, whom he had loved better than any man or woman.

The seasons changed. Red leaves fell into her red hair and over her scarred, misused, unnoticed feet, also into the bloody battlefields where he rode. Snows came and went, frost and rain. Beyond the land of Krennok, in the grey dead lands with their twisted trees and tall-spired mountains, he ran, she followed, drawn by instinct and desire, seeing and hearing only him.

In the barren steeples of the north he came at last to the pile of a solitary hold. It was dark and it was gloomy as were the crags around it. A green moon watched as he hammered at the gates. He was sick with the wound a battle two months before had given him, and he was sick of himself and his compulsion to fly the unknown thing which followed. He still had his looks; he was a man to be stared at, but there were white strings in the gold harp hair now, and his eyes ran back deep into his soul, the eyes of a murderer, a victim, or a man possessed by devils. Such was the penalty of an unstruck blow in a tower by the sea.

In a hall where flickering torches burned, he spoke with the lord of the place, but a ringing noise came and went in his head. Finally, from the corner of his eye, he saw a pale shape in the arch of a door. From over the white face to the white shoulders and beyond fell a blood-red curtain. He thought she had found him, she who came after, and terror rose up in his belly and choked him, and struck him, like all enemies, from behind. He fell down in the kind of faint that is an outpost of death.

Yet the woman in the door was not the one he thought. She was the daughter of the hold, her name Siandra, and she wore a scarlet shawl over her head because the hall was cold. She was beautiful as an icon. Her skin was white but her mouth was red, and her hair as black as Golbrant’s hair when he rode with the harp on his back toward Krennock-dol. She might have been indeed a sister to Golbrant, for she resembled him very curiously, but she knew nothing of the warriors of the green-growing hill. She had her own kind of waiting, did Sian. When she saw the gold-haired man with nightmares in his eyes, she felt a quickening too. If he had chosen at that time to win her love, he could have done nothing better than fall down like a dead man a few yards from her feet.

She took it on herself to nurse him, and did not find it irksome in the least. Opening his eyes on her face, he felt life turn for him like a page.

Love grew up between them as easily as a child will grow.

As the spring drew on, a night came and took her with it into his chamber. She brought sweetness with her, if not the full draught of the cup. But then, he had known the pleasure of demons, and it was almost good that with this human girl it must be less. Towards dawn he kissed her and said:

‘Tomorrow, Sian, I must be gone from you and here.’

Tears filled her eyes. She thought the immemorial thought of the discarded.

‘No,’ he said, ‘not for that. There is a doom on me. I am pursued. If I remain, I die.’

‘Then let me go with you,’ Siandra said.

‘No. What gift of love is that from me to your sweet self, to make you wander the world homeless at my heels?’ His face was pale and he had shut his eyes. ‘Let me go alone, and have your peace. There’s none for me. I have already stayed too long.’

If she was sweet, she was strong too, this girl in the north land. She took his hands fast and asked him for the truth, asked him again and again, until he thrust her from him as if he hated her, and told her everything, and then wept on her breast like a child.

‘Let her come,’ Siandra whispered, and her eyes burned.

He was so tired. The year had tired him out. He stayed, for her woman’s strength seemed more than any shield or sword in the wide world.

Nights passed. Spring lay on the land, but nothing grew save bright weeds at the door, and birds made nests in the crags of the mountains and the hold. Alondor was the lord’s man now. He fought a battle for him and came back with the heads of enemies. The feast ran on into the dark, but for all the wine and meat, he felt a growing cold and uneasiness on him, like a fever coming.

In the close room he paced about while Siandra lay asleep. The moon rose late, the colour of yellow bones, and he looked with a turmoil in his belly along the causeway, and saw something standing there, ice-white, holding back its blowing scarlet hair with long white narrow hands on which the nails had grown to talons. She had had no change of garment; her white clothes hung on her like the tatters of a shroud, her feet were carved over with scars. Her face looked up, yearning, her eyes like pools holding only his image. Her love had lasted, was still all-devouring; she would have eaten him if she could. Her love was like that.

Alondor fell on his knees and prayed, but no words came into his mind, only the woman. He felt her draw nearer and nearer across the rocky road, he felt her drift through the gates like white smoke, while the sentries dozed or did not see. He heard her soundless feet on the stairs, and how doors sprang silently wide at her touch.

Siandra woke and sat up in the bed. She looked at him crouching to pray, and heard how his prayers grew weaker and weaker.

She felt terror – She is here.

At that instant he got to his feet and the prayers left him altogether. He was a man deprived suddenly of everything – except that one thing which drew him and drew him. Like an automaton, he turned and crossed the room, went out through the door, and his eyes were very bright, his cheeks flushed. He went cheerfully, eagerly, the blood hot as fire in him, lusting, forgetting, caught up in the spell of the white woman who waited, this time, below.

When he was on the stairs, Siandra slid from the bed. If he looked burning and alive, she looked like his death. She snatched up the sword he had left behind and walked trembling, yet soft as a cat, after him.

She was in the house, the woman from the high tower by the sea. She was in a passage, and sensing that now at last he came to her, she had stopped quite still. Her heart beat. She put up her hands to her hair to let it down; finding it loose, she let down her hands instead. She thought she was in the tower, but it had no meaning for her. She thought she heard the sound of the sea sweeping in against the shale beaches; perhaps it was the sound of her own blood, the tide of her body moving in and out. A gull screaked, but it was a stair under his foot. Rounding a corner he came into sight for her. Her heart lifted in her body as if it had no weight or purpose except to lift in her like a bird. A warmth and gladness filled her up like the empty vessel she was, and for the first time since she had become what she was, her lips parted and she smiled. She held out her arms, and he was eager enough to come into them. He had forgotten.

But Siandra was just behind him, holding the sword. She also had the knowledge of old things, old ways – the oldest and most indisputable magic. Even as Alondor reached out to take his own death, Siandra ran between them. She lifted and swung the heavy sword as though it were a grass stem. She knew nothing of Krennok-dol and the warriors, and the chivalry of men who did no harm to a living thing with breasts and a womb, which called itself a woman. She struck for all she held dear and needful, with a selfish, careless, passionate stroke.

What she felt, the woman from the sea, was a long white pain, and then a long scarlet pain. Her head fell from her shoulders in an instant of time, but time had no meaning for her. Her agony lasted many ages. After the passing of these ages, she lay scattered, deaf, dumb, blind and in a million fragments. She knew what it is to be a million separate things, and still to be one.

Siandra shrank back against Alondor, looking away from what she had done, and he held to her, waking from the trance. She had been Golbrant, his vow-brother in that instant, rising out of the sea intact, green-gold harp on back, black hair strings on the strings of the harp, wielding the blow Golbrant had never thought to strike in the tower. This was how Siandra finally took his love, more by becoming the past than by ending it.

While they held together, the white woman fell apart like the petals of a blossom. She blew up into their faces like white flour. She was dust as she had been promised she would be by the devil-woman in the blue moonlight. All dust.

The dust circled and pulsed, falling in on itself. Grains disbanded into grains, millions became millions upon millions. Soon there was no more of her to see, neither white nor red.

Yet she was aware. In every minuscule atom her hunger persisted, unassuaged.

Now she is blown here and there, endless varieties of place suck her down and fling her away. She is in everything, her hunger everywhere.

Long after Alondor and his Siandra will be dust of another sort, she will be blown about the world. Into the eyes to cause tears, into the fingernails of murderers, into the crannies of broken hearts to seal up the hurt with more hurting. She has no name. She is in every deed and dream and thought. She is all things and nothing. She is still waiting, and will wait forever, over every inch of the world.

Strangers come and go unharmed up and down the steps of the tall white tower. Gulls build in the ruins. One day every stone will have fallen bit by bit across the sweep of the bleached dunes and into the grey glister of the sea. One day the cliffs too will have fallen. After them, the land. The sea will shrink and drain away, the sky will tumble and the stars go out. And in that last or intermediary dark, she will remain. Still waiting.

Pity her.
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