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Chapter One

Swan was naked except for white silken ribbons binding back her hair at the nape of her neck. She swirled the blue-gray surface of the Memory Pool with the tips of her toes and her skin goosefleshed and her nipples involuntarily hardened with the water’s chill.

Swan glanced over her shoulder, along the high meadows expanse. Her horse was hobbled beneath the drooping boughs of a Ka’B’Oo, its main trunk thrusting nearly a hundred spans toward the snow-threatening clouds. The powerfully built white mare grazed peacefully, showing no sign of alarm.

Swan would be dangerously vulnerable to attack: alone, all of her clothes, her charm bag, her sword and dagger set aside. There was, however, no choice if she was to know what she should do. Her skills as an Enchantress notwithstanding, she had never divined the future: the very thought of such ability was terrifying. Rather, to plan for tomorrow, it was necessary to interpret the yesterdays which had gone before. That was why she came to the Memory Pool.

Swan stepped forward, one foot instantly immersed to the ankle, reliving a fleeting recollection of someone whom she had never been able to call “father.” He had vanished from her life when she had not yet lived long enough to possess the power of speech. But the enigmatic words that he would whisper to her as he rocked her in his arms echoed now from the roots of her soul.

“L’Ull B’Yan G’Ite!” Swan cried.

As if she were an infant again, Swan felt the warmth of her father’s breath against her cheek, the roughness of his face as he touched his lips against that cheek. But that was all the recollection that she had of him, and the waters of a Memory Pool promised nothing more, could not create memories where none existed.

Swan took another step. The pool began to engulf her, its waters reaching toward her in great towers of cold froth, wildly crashing over her shoulders, her breasts, a fierce tempest assaulting her body, as waves would surge over rocky crags along some lonely shore. And the full power of the Memory Pool began flowing through her, mingling with her body’s life force energy. With each step that she took deeper and deeper into the Memory Pool’s churning waters the past gripped her more tightly, consumed her in long ago realities...

Eran, Sorceress Queen of Creath, Mistress General of the Horde of Koth, galloped hard across the plain, wind riding hair black and flowing, arrow straight. Eran’s eyes, gemstone green, deep beyond deep, glistened like dragon’s blood, were brighter than the sun gleaming snow over which she rode.

“Mother,” Swan whispered, alone on the wind-lashed parapet overlooking the plain. It was her second-sight which allowed her to see in such detail at such a distance.

A quirt was looped to her mother’s wrist, but Eran’s black gauntleted hands alone, knotted in black leather reins, subjugated the dapple grey stallion. The grey would know the whips sting and not wish to taste it again after learning it so well when first broken to the saddle.

The stallion was named Mul’Din. Eran, the Queen Enchantress, never rode mares, always stallions, never gelded until she was through with them. Each one of them was once a man. Mul’Din was a young lieutenant of the Horde, a lover who refused to submit to Eran’s erotic demands, who wished to dominate rather than be dominated. Eran spell-changed him, as she had with all the others, dominated him with the lesson of the whip, rode him wherever she went. Inside him beat a man’s heart, functioned a man’s brain; and, although Eran had taken from him the power of speech, he could still understand as a man.

Swan cocooned herself more deeply within her fur-ruffed greatcape, raised her skirts and started down the narrow steps. Flakes of snow blew in clouds like smoke. By the time Swan reached the base of the stone steps, the gap between horsewoman and castle wall had noticeably diminished, less than a hundred warblades.

Swan no longer needed second-sight, merely watched as any ordinary mortal might. Eran wore a bodice, tightly cinched, greener almost than her eyes. A tooled black baldric was suspended from her right shoulder, buckled between her breasts over the knot of her crocheted shawl.

The deeply engraved hilt and pommel of her sword swashed against her left hip. The blade’s scabbard vanished beneath, then reappeared from within the crimson folds of heavy winter skirts hitched high above black boots, skirts and linen petticoats raised so that Eran could ride astride like a man as she always did.

The great horse Mul’Din skidded on its haunches in the snow, reined back. Righting itself, it reared, shook its head. Lips drawn back, a ray of sunlight striking the steel bit in its mouth, the stallion’s teeth gleamed white beneath blood red lips. Mul’Din flicked its tail and hurtled itself into the final charge, billows of steam issuing from wide flared nostrils.

With an all but imperceptible shrug of her left shoulder, a tug of her left hand, Eran urged Mul’Din across the lowered drawbridge and up the flagstones along the castle’s ramped outer defense rampart.

Swan left the landing and walked onto the ramp, waiting. The thrumming of the stallion Mul’Din’s hooves had slowed. Eran was cooling the animal as she closed the distance.

Strapped to Eran’s boots were glinting silver spurs, their tips blunted so that they would neither snag the hem of her gown nor rip the hand-sewn lace beneath it. Her cheeks looked cold flushed, flawless. She sprang from the saddle, skirts falling into place, swaying round her ankles.

“You are exquisite as always, mother.”

Her mother’s eyes swept over her. “A woman your age should wear brighter colors, Swan. Your cloak, for example. Such a dark green! Now, if only the fur trimming the hood weren’t black—”

Swan smiled, touched a fingertip to her lips—they were shaded a deep red—and then whisked the finger through the fur-ruff framing her face.

“That color is much better for the fur, Swan. That was a very nice bit of magic.”

“I’ve always trusted your eye for clothes, mother.”

“And I’ve always trusted your good taste, in everything but companions. My spies have made it perfectly clear to me, Swan, that you totally ignore my warnings against consorting with the Company of Mir. You conspire against me with my enemies, themselves madmen who follow the teachings of the maddest madman! You have great abilities, my young Enchantress, but they are conjurer’s tricks compared to the powers which I command. You well know this, Swan, yet you persist in goading me, giving me no choice but to kill you.” Eran’s voice, in the mid-range as women’s voices went, rose and fell, musically, hypnotically. Swan had witnessed her mother kill by voice.

“And, mother, did you ride here for that? To kill me?”

“I rode fifty lancethrows here to warn you one last time. Killing you would have been vastly quicker and ridiculously easier.”

Mul’Din whinnied.

“Silence, Mul’Din!” The whip swung up from the loop on Eran’s wrist, settled into her hand and lashed across her one-time lover’s muzzle. She returned her gaze, her attention to Swan, the horse silent, great head bowed. “I am your mother, Swan, and for that reason only you still live. I am first the Sorceress Queen of Creath, Mistress General of the Horde of Koth. Heed well where my priorities lie, child! Continue in your foolish ways and perish in agony beyond any that you can now comprehend, daughter or no.”

Swan steadied her breathing before she spoke. “If my magic will not grow stronger as did yours—Your powers were once no greater than mine. You yourself told me that once. But if my magic will not grow stronger, how am I a threat to you?”

“Threat!?”

“Mother, what possible mischief might I or even all the Company of Mir cause which your powers could not overwhelm in the blink of an eye? And you command the Horde of Koth, the creatures in your armies outnumbering the Company of Mir better than a hundred to one! How am I or are they a threat?”

“You are an annoyance, girl! They are a blasphemy with their talk of freedom. Soon, they will all be dead. It is your magic alone which hides them from the Horde, shields the Company of Mir’s stronghold. I have come to order you to break your spell.”

Swan laughed. “You can’t break my spell because you don’t know how I wove it. You might spend years and never find the right combination, or never know if you had. The only way for sure would be—”

There was the ringing of steel whisked from leather. The blade of Eran’s sword arced across the grey winter sky, sliced a ray of sunlight escaping through an instant’s rip in the scudding clouds of the snow shower. Razor sharp steel rested against Swan’s neck, sliced through the fabric of her greatcape’s hood, but drew no blood from Swan’s flesh. “Kill you? Break the spell in a day and live. This blade would have continued on its path and your path would have ended here and now forever if I had not wished to give you this one last chance.” As quickly as it had appeared, the sword returned to its sheath. Swan shrugged off the damaged greatcape, her shoulders bare beneath it, the flakes of snow which touched her skin no longer cold seeming, but life affirming.

Eran settled her left foot into the stirrup of her black tooled saddle and swung astride Mul’Din. “Send word to me that the spell is broken or I will send the Horde to take your life. Good-bye, my daughter.”

Eran’s spurs jabbed against her hapless former lover’s flanks and she jerked Mul’Din’s reins, wheeling the animal around. “Ride, beast!” Mul’Din leapt into a full gallop, a spray of snow in the wake of its steel-shod hooves.

Swan gathered her skirts and stooped to pick up her greatcape. With a touch of her finger, the rent in the fabric rewove itself as it was before her mother’s sword had sliced it. Again, Swan touched a finger to her lips, then whisked it over the fur which trimmed the hood, the fur once again black. Swan stood up, stared after her mother.

The snow was growing more intense, the flakes larger, heavier. Swan returned the greatcape to her shoulders, nestled the hood about her head. She had survived, both her mother and the Memory Pool. Only a K’Ur Mir could dare fully to immerse herself in a Memory Pool—seven such pools were known to exist in Creath—and ever hope to retain sufficient willpower to emerge again. Her mother had done it when she began womanhood, as was always the custom for the daughter of the ruling Queen Enchantress ever since the dawn of Creath. Her mother had broken the custom, telling Swan, “Your father was not of proper birth, was not K’Ur Mir. You are not fully of the Enchantress blood. You would die.”

Children would dip their hands into a Memory Pool, and a careless mother would lose her child forever if she let the child reach deeper. Some persons, whom age or sadness had weakened in spirit beyond life’s redemption, willingly surrendered their lives, hoping for a last glimpse of long ago happiness. The wretches would relive life’s agonies equally among life’s joys. Some very few philosophers still existed in Creath, not yet hunted down, eradicated by her mother’s evil. And they argued (when idle hours in some safe haven allowed) that death in the waters of a Memory Pool was not death at all, that time and the “reality” of memory became ever more compacted, hence the willing suicide or hapless accident victim was dead by objective standards in mere minutes, but those minutes were an infinity to the dying.

Swan had stood to her shoulders in the Memory Pool and let the waters do their magic, her memories swirling within her and the full knowledge of her memories filling her. She was K’Ur Mir or she would not have lived. Her mother lied. But if her father were of the blood, where had he gone? Drawing her greatcape about her, Swan ran along the ramp to find her own horse. Her mother refused to allow her any attendants at the castle which was the official residence of the Virgin Enchantress, Daughter Royal, Princess of Creath. So Swan used magic to make the castle clean, to bring food and wine, to create her clothes, to tend the watch on the parapets, to raise and lower the drawbridge, to keep her horse. Her magic already at work, the white mare—the only other living thing in the castle—would be saddled and waiting.

Swan reached the otherwise empty stables, nuzzled her horse’s head for a moment, then mounted. She could ride astride as well as her mother or as well as any man. Today would not be a day to ride any other way but astride. Swan tucked up her skirts in her left hand as she clasped the pommel of the saddle with her right, then slipped into the saddle. “Ride!”
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