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1. The Third Fragment
 
 
 
 That very afternoon a caravan had entered the city. It had journeyed from the Great Purple Sea, which lay far to the west and was so named for the preponderance of purplish weed that massed its waters, and at certain seasons dyed them. After the coast, the caravan negotiated many lands. It had crossed serpentine rivers, dagger-like mountains, and finally the Vast Harsh Desert, renowned for waterless and unobliging terrain. Small wonder then that the caravan might be supposed to bring with it much valuable stuff, not to mention travellers’ tales, whose vividity was matched only by their tallness.
 Prince Razved stood on a balcony of his palace, staring out over high walls and lengthening shadows, to the marketplace.
 “Oh, to be merely a merchant,” sighed the Prince. “Oh, to have no destiny but the discovery of new things, adventure and commerce.”


 He did not mean this. What he actually meant, and partly he knew it, was that he yearned to be freed from the direly irksome situation into which Lord Fate had thrust him. For though he ruled the city, he might enjoy neither it nor his full power in it. A single awful obstacle kept him always from his rights.
 Just then a voice arose at his back. It was wild, quavering, and disrespectful.
 “Are they here? Are they near?”
 The Prince clenched his jaw and his fists. He paled white as fresh ivory. Young though he was, the weight of extra decades slumped upon his shoulders.
 There in the chamber behind the balcony stood a filthy and dishevelled old man. Two hundred years of age he looked, and the colourless thin wires of his hair rained round his face, which was like that of a demented hawk. He was mad as the word, and none could help him. Now too he began to weep and scream. Razved locked his fists together behind his back, and bellowed for assistance.
 It came instantly in the person of three men, frenzied with dismay, who rushed into the room, where they flung themselves on their faces before the Prince.
 But Razved only said to them, in tones of steel, “He has got out again. How has he done this? Are you not meant to care for and contain him?”
 “Mighty Master—only a moment was the door undone—”
 ”Only ever is it undone for a moment,” replied Razved, his tone now composed of stifled rage and black despair. “Or it is the window-lattice. Or some other pretext. Take him away. Hide him from me. If you transgress again, you will meet the doom those of his last retinue suffered.”
 Whispering shrieks of terror, the jailor-retinue leapt to their feet and gathered in the mad old man, bearing him instantly off, crying and calling, along the corridor to renewed detention.


 But Razved could not rid himself of the memory of the encounter, which had been so often repeated through countless years. He strode to another chamber. There he donned a disguise he sometimes employed when wandering about the city. Razved believed none of the citizens had ever penetrated this. And although, of course, many of them had, and did, none were recently foolish enough to confess to him.

 As the sun burned down behind the palace, the Prince also descended. Before the first star blinked, he was in the marketplace.
 * * *
 
 Soon the whole market, infused by the caravan and lighted with torches, was like a lamp against the blue night.
 Razved strolled from place to place, forgetting for a while his plight. He beheld an indigo snake of extreme size and patterned with gold, that danced to the intricate beat of drums. It twisted itself into hoops and spirals, coils and knots, that each time seemed impossible for it ever to unravel—yet always it did so, rising and bowing to the crowd. They threw coins which the snake caught in its mouth. And there was a silk from the edge of the Purple Sea, coloured with the purple weed-dye, and this material seemed to burn with sapphires in the shadows and rubies in the torchlight. Also Razved tasted bizarre fruits with thick cream skins, that had no juice but gave up the flavour of honey. Elsewhere stood books the height of a man and twice his width, with covers of hammered bronze, and pages of blond wood incised with silver—but often what they said was nonsense. Or there were birds which could recite poetry in the voices of beautiful boys or women, tiny exquisite models of temples and shrines cut from green pearls, wines which were black and scented with roses, swords both straight and curved, in the blades of which were supernaturally written spells of invincible power . . .
 After a while Razved grew weary. He sat down by the booth of a seller of glass, and drank some black wine.


 Behind him the Prince could hear how the glass-seller was complaining, some tale of half his wares, including the most expensive mirrors, being broken, the fault apparently of a vulture-like desert witch. Razved paid little heed, only thinking, The man does not know his luck. He has only loss of
trade, and poverty to fear. While I— And once more he clenched his fists, pondering how the full rule of the city might never come to him, nor the title of King. Dwelling too upon the awful haunt of the insane old man in the palace. I shall never get
what I am owed. I shall never be free of him. Would not death
be preferable?

 But despite his bitter thoughts, Razved was not yet ready to make the close acquaintance of Lord Death. And presently he turned his head to glare at the complaining glass-seller.
 At once the man broke into smiles. “Best sir, what might I show you that may tempt? It is true, many of my finest articles were destroyed as I travelled here, but even so certain elegancies remain which, though quite unworthy of your discerning gaze, may yet briefly amuse you.”
 Razved yawned. He passed a jaundiced look over a surviving mirror so liquid it suggested a tear from the full moon, and a curious magnifying glass that stared back at him like an elemental eye.
 “Well,” said Razved, with unencouragement, “what is your finest remaining piece?”
 The glass-seller, whose name was Jandur, bowed his head as if in thought. He had heard rumours concerning the city, and of a strange delaying fate which hung over its King-in-waiting. Jandur had also been told that sometimes this Prince went about the streets in disguise, but was easily recognizable, the disguise being a sloppy one and the Prince himself equally brooding, ill-tempered, and unmissably regal in his manner. Yet those who gave away their recognition, the rumour added, were normally found deceased not long after. Jandur now guessed that here sat the very man. To be cautious was therefore prudent. To make a sale, however, must be a prize. Besides, there was too another matter.
 “Wise sir,” said Jandur, after a moment, “one item there is that I feel inclined to show you—though I am uneasy at doing so.”
 “Come,” snapped Razved, “your task is to sell, is it not?”
 “Quite so, intelligent sir. My unease rests on two counts. Firstly, I hope you will pardon me—but I perceive from your garb you are neither rich nor high-born—”
 Razved seemed coqettishly pleased. “You speak honestly.”
 “—yet,” continued cunning Jandur, “what strikes me forcefully is a great refinement of spirit and judgement immediately apparent about your person. Because of these qualities I would wish to reveal a treasure. Yet again—”
 “Yet again!” Razved had now risen and was impatient to be shown.
 “—I am loathe to part with the thing. It is charming, and unusual beyond all my other wares, yes, even those exquisites smashed to bits amid the desert sands of the Vast Harsh.”
 “Come,” said Razved, with a dangerous glint in his eye. Life had baulked his wishes, this pedlar should not.
 Jandur gauged all perfectly and now exclaimed, “You shall see the wonder! Pray follow me, illumined sir, into the back premises of the booth.”
 * * *
 
 In the dark beyond the light beyond the dark, then—that was, the shadowed space inside the lighted market and city, which themselves rested in the dish of night—the ultimate inner brilliance shone. It was very small.
 As Jandur lit the candle to display it, Razved peered.
 What did he see?
 “Only that?” he said, in ominous disappointment.
 The object was a little drinking vessel, about as tall as the length of a woman’s hand. The stem was slender, and the cup wide, like the bowl of an open flower, but it would hold, Razved believed, less than three gulps of wine. “And this is your most astonishing vendible, is it? Your brain must be as cracked as your broken mirrors.”
 “Pray examine the item.”
 Razved sullenly reached out, and wondered somewhat why he bothered to do so. But then his fingers met the texture of the glass. As they did this, the candlelight caught all the vessel’s surfaces, and for a second it seemed to the Prince he held in his hand a mote of softest living flame—it was like phosphorescence on water, or like fireflies glimmering on a marble trellis. The colours of the goblet woke, shifted and merged, now dawn-pink, now flamingo-red, next a limpid golden green. Not meaning to, not knowing quite what he did, Razved touched his other fingers to the lip of the cup. Instantly there came the sweetest and most poignant note of music, slender as sheer silk passed through a silver ring. And in that moment, standing in the cramped booth, Razved felt within his hands not the glass of a vessel—but two perfect breasts—crystalline, silken—that sang back against his palms, while on his lips he tasted the glass-girt wine of a longed-for lover’s kiss.
 Jandur, who had predicted with some cause an intriguing result at contact, stepped swiftly forward, and steadied both Razved and the precious goblet, though Jandur wrapped the latter in his sleeve.
 Razved seemed nearly in a swoon. Jandur sat him on a bench, and replaced the foremost treasure of his stock safely out of reach.
 “What occurred?” eventually Razved asked. He no longer had the voice of a Prince, he sounded like a child. “Is the cup ensorcelled?”
 “I cannot definitely tell you,” Jandur answered. It was a fact, he could not.
 “It is—what is it?”
 “Alas. I cannot say. Mystical and magical certainly.”
 “Does it affect all—who—touch it?”
 “In various ways, it does. Some weep. Some blush. Some begin to sing.”
 “And you,” said Razved, with another warning note suddenly entering his voice: that of jealousy, “what do you feel when you take hold of it?”
 “Fear,” Jandur replied simply.
 “Ah,” said Razved. “It is not meant for you, then.”
 For a while after this exchange, neither man spoke or moved. Jandur stood in the dark beyond the candle, thinking his own thoughts. The Prince, still physically overwhelmed, his manhood urgently upright and his blood tingling and thundering, slumped on the bench. At length however, he bethought himself of his status, and drew himself together.
 “Well, an astonishing trifle,” said he, with the most ludicrous dismissal. “But what price do you set on it?”
 Jandur now realized his peak of cunning bravado.
 “I will confess, sir, I am so taken with admiration for your natural gifts that, while acknowledging your obvious penury, I believe you may after all be able to summon the amount. For surely such a man as yourself will have another admirer from whom you will command the present of the vessel—an admirer even more smitten than I. The value I require is seventy sevens of white gold.”
 Razved snorted piggishly. He now cared, it seemed, less for his deception. “You are astute, glass-vendor. Just such a sum was handed me by a lover, in order I might buy myself a trinket.” And reaching into his poor man’s apparel, he drew forth a bag and spilled the contents at Jandur’s feet. “Wrap the thing in a cloth,” he commanded in a feverish undertone.
 Jandur, ostensibly ignoring, even stepping on the spilled money, did as he was bid, he himself taking great care not to touch the goblet once. In a few more minutes the King-in-waiting had hurried from the booth, and any who noted his rushing figure, saw it fly off around the high outer wall of the palace.


 But Jandur sat down on the bench and murmured a prayer of thanks to a god of his own country—both for the riches Razved had given him, and for his release from proximity to the glass goblet.

 * * *
 
 Deep in the dark thereafter, Prince Razved repaired alone to his most isolate chamber. Not even the moon might look in, save through the sombre vitreus of thick windows clad in gauze.
 Dark was in the flagon, too, the black wine aromatic of roses, which he had had his servants bring him.
 The haunting madman had been locked away, shackled tonight for good measure. Not only were merchants prudent, after all.
 Razved, bathed in hot water and spices, clad in loose and sensuous garments, unwrapped at last the goblet. Holding it only through a piece of fine embroidered cloth, he set it on the table by his couch.
 Despite the lack of light, even so the faintest and most mellifluous tinctures of colour began at once to flutter to and fro in the glass. They were like birds in a cloud, or fish in a ghostly pool. Dilute crimson melded to opalescent rose—to amber—to emerald. All this—just from his touch through cloth, his hungry gaze upon it.
 In a while he leant forward and filled the vessel full of inky wine. Rather than dim the spectrum in the glass, the blackness seemed to bring it out. Gold shot through the other tints like benign lightning.
 Razved sighed. He had put away his woes.
 He placed his fingers upon the rim of the goblet. At once, it sang for him. He could hear again a woman’s voice in the notes, clear as a silver bell, and as he kept just one finger on the vessel, the melody—and melody it was—went on and on. Razved was not afraid. Unlike the shoddy glass-seller, he was royal, a warrior of a warlike and powerful line—although he had never ridden to battle, nor seen what battle may produce aside from valour. The glass was neither evil nor any threat. It was enchanted, and enchanting. It was a delicious toy the gods had sent him, in recompense for all the other frustrations of his days.
 Unable any longer to detain himself, the Prince now put both his hands on the goblet. Intoxicating heat raced through his arms and filled his body, as he drew the brim towards his lips. He drained the wine, and the act of drinking became instead the act of kissing, while the singing notes entered his brain, and floated there like iridium feathers.
 He found he had lain back, the cup held firm against his heart. And then it seemed the cup too had taken hold of him. Female arms, slender and strong, encircled his body. For an instant he glimpsed, lifted above him, a maiden made of flames and waters, flowing down on him in waves and foam and sparks, more sinuous than any serpent. Then a mouth famished as his own fastened on his lips, a tongue like smoothest myrrh and ice-hot quicksilver, drank deeply. Against him in his delirium he felt the movement of a frame that was softness and succulence, pliable and limber as a young cat’s—but all this, the plains of skin, the pressure of slim muscle, the downfall of shining hair—even the narrow hands whose tips were like bees, the flawless breasts whose tips were like buds—all this was cool and composite, and made all, all of it, of glass.
 Yet still Razved feared nothing. As his hands swept over the crystal curves of a phantasmal yet actual shape, as he drowned in the silver notes of a song that had, as yet, no words, as he began to ride in the primal race of desire, not one qualm interrupted Razved’s intense and scalding pleasure. For it did not trouble him she was all of glass, and that she flamed with shades of flowers and gems, and her tongue was of glass, her lips and hair, her little feet that gripped him, glass that kissed, caressed, and sang in ecstasy. Even her centre, the core of her glory, that too, where now he lay, fixed and explosive as a sun, that was formed of glass. And it rippled and embraced and grew molten, better than any human vessel; wine and darkness; jasper, asphodel: fire, ash, sand.
 
 

2. The Second Fragment
 
 That very morning they had entered the expanse of the terrible desert known as the Vast Harsh, Jandur the glass-seller received an omen. He did not, at the hour, much consider it, but later it came to him he had been awarded one of those useless portents the gods tended to throw before mankind. What the omen presumably was, had been a solitary black vulture crouched on a sycamore, which weirdly held upright in its beak a shard of glass. This caught the light and flashed, amusing many who saw it. But they, and Jandur, soon forgot, since a mile or so later the desert began.
 There lay before the caravan now countless miles of that inimical landscape, which separated the more abundant lands from the towns and cities of the north and east. And though provided with all necessities, none of the travellers viewed the desert prospect with much joy. The Harsh was famed not only for its personal cruelties, but for those of various men driven out there, and making their desperate livelihoods by the robbery and murder of passing human traffic. Well-armed guards had joined the caravan at Marah, the last town on the desert’s edge.
 The Harsh opened to receive them, grinning.
 Jandur journeyed glumly among the rest.
 By day the caravan wended, though sheltering sometimes at noon, when the predatory eye of the sun centred the sky. Once there it turned both heaven and earth into a furnace any glass-maker might have valued. Perhaps, thought Jandur then, the gods also are glass-makers. The earth is their kiln and
we, mortals of silicious sand, suffer, turn and burn in this
sunfire, and likewise the flames of pain and sorrow, in order to
become creatures as pure and beautiful as glass.
 But really he was well aware that people rarely grew beautiful or pure through suffering and burning. Normally ill-treatment made them worse, and wicked. Those that did achieve virtue no doubt might have become just as wonderful, even if they had not had to suffer, or to burn.
 At night the caravan spread itself out like an exhausted yet demanding beast. It lit torches and fires, cooked its meals, sometimes told stories or danced, frequently bickered, argued, or even came to blows. Above, the myriad stars blazed bright. If each were a glass, thought Jandur, what a fortune they would
make for those that formed them. But alas, when they fall, he added to himself, seeing one which did, they shatter.
 Jandur had himself never made a single piece of glass. He only sold glass, but that in quantities. In the very next town they would come to, which was called Burab, and which still lay ninety days and nights across the Harsh, Jandur’s brother-in-law had charge of the family’s second glass-makery. He was a quarrelsome brute, dark red from heat; and scarred all over with the white bites of burns. But Jandur had already enough stock, and thought he would not need to trouble his brother-in-law. Which thought cheered Jandur in the desert, even when jackals howled, or the dust-winds blew.
 * * *
 
 Despite the reputation of the Harsh, they met no robbers. Probably any robbers spied them first and found their numbers, and their armed escort, off-putting. Meanwhile, on a certain evening, they reached one of the few oases that served the waste.
 This was a poor enough specimen. A handful of spindly trees led to a well no bigger than a washtub, the margin spiked with black rushes that discontentedly chittered.


 Leaving his servant to go for fresh water, Jandur dismounted from his mule and took a walk among the stunted trees. The sun was already low and veiled in sandy gold, and a reluctant breeze smoked along the dunes. The impromptu caravanserai was being settled for the night, cookfires breaking into red blossom. Jandur went up to a little rise, idly following the prints of some now-absent, small desert animal. From here he looked about at the world, as mortals did and yet do, both pleased and displeased with it, suspended in the quiet melancholy of dusk.

 “Where is the glass-maker?” shouted a baleful voice behind him.
 “I do not know,” muttered Jandur. But he turned nonetheless.
 And there on the rise with him perched a most ungainly and uncouth female figure. She was clad in a mantle of vulture feathers. More, her long and ragged hair, lucklessly dark as was the hair, they said, of demons, was stuck with other such feathers. On her wrists and at her long, thin neck were ornaments of what Jandur, not illogically, concluded to be vulture bones. She smelled of vultures too, a smell that was of chickens, and of carrion.
 If he had been going to admit to an acquaintance with glassware, perhaps now he thought better of it. But this was all in vain. For she announced immediately, “You are he. You are the one named Janpur or Jinkor, a glass-maker and vendor of such.”
 “What, assuming I am he, would you have with him?” inquired Jandur.
 The female ruffled her feathers. It was difficult to be sure, when she did this, if rather than a mantle, they were not actually growing from her skin. “I am Morjhas. I perambulate the desert. I have no trepidation in the Harsh, for my powers bring me all I need.”
 She was a witch. Jandur nodded politely.


 But she reached forward and thrust her skinny talon of a finger at his breast. “Come you with me. I will show you a strangeness. I am bound to do this, for my talent carries with it a certain onus. A strangeness, I say. And what you do thereupon I shall advise you.”

 “I may not leave the caravan,” protested Jandur. “If you are often here, you will know the place abounds in villains.”
 “What care I for villains? They are all afraid of Morjhas—and rightly. Those who annoy me,” she added, fixing Jandur with a tar-black eye, “regret it. If you behave, you will be safe enough in my company.”
 * * *
 
 They flew.
 He had not, and maybe he might have done, expected this. But the bird-hag lifted him straight off his feet and bore him away. He suspected he screamed, but none heard him over the din of the caravan; twilight doubtless screened the view. And she—she spread her wings and rushed both of them on.
 However, they did not travel a very great way. The ‘strangeness’ Morjhas meant to reveal lay only some half mile from the camp.
 At first, having been landed, Jandur gaped about him.
 No trace of sun remained, only the huge translucent violet dome of nightfall, where they were lighting the million cobalt, ferrous, and pewter cookfires and torches of the stars.
 The vulture witch pointed with her eldritch claw.
 “See there. ”
 Some sixty or seventy paces off rose a mesa, scorched black by weather, and below, as elsewhere around, lay sand, slightly patched paler or darker, denoting seemingly depth, variance of consistency, or only shadows.
 “At what do I look? That rock?”
 “Hush, fool. Look and listen and learn.”
 So there they stood, and the night gathered all about, glowing as always in such open places, yet also black behind the stars. And coldness came too, for the desert, even the Vast Harsh, presented two faces, furnace by day and iceberg by night.
 Jandur was frightened, but not out of his wits. He stared at the patch of sand below the mesa that his unwanted guide had indicated, and in a while he started to note a disturbance in it. A dust devil appeared to be at work there, but one which did not move from its origins. And after a time, the motes which circled upward and round and round commenced also to shine.
 “Is it a ghost?” asked Jandur in a whisper.
 “Hush,” said the witch.
 And exactly then the spinning busyness began to chime. An eerie carillion it was, bereft and lorn, like the cries of the wolves and jackals which prevailed in the desert. Yet too it had profound beauty, an insistent music. Like a song it seemed, lacking words, though once perhaps words had belonged to it, a song of longing and loss that only a poet might create, and a human throat emit.
 This uncanny and emotive recital continued for several minutes. Then came the night wind, and breathed on the spot, as a mother might with a weeping child. And the song ended, and the dust of the sand drifted down. It slept, whatever it had been, whatever it was. And silence returned, composed of the shift of the dunes, the sigh of the flimsy wind.
 Morjhas spoke. “There, then.”
 “But what then?” asked Jandur.
 “I cannot tell you. I, even I, do not know. But it cries out, does it not? I cannot ignore that cry, nor shall you.”
 “But what am I to do with it?”
 “Fool of a fool, son of fools to seventeen generations, father of fools and grandsire of imbeciles!” ranted the vulture-witch. “Are you a glass-maker? Gather up the sand there, take and make it into glass, for glass is made with sand and fire. Take it and shape it and see what then it does—for long enough it has lain and lamented here, unheard by any but myself and now you, O fool.”
 “Take and make—” cried Jandur in horror, for he did not want any part of this scheme.
 “Take and make. For my powers are generous and I must be kind in turn to the tragedies of the Harsh. But you I will punish if you fail in this. Heed me, Jumduk, if so you are named. Either scoop up the sand there and have it worked, or I will send my minions to smash every item of your saleable glass, even within the cosy caravan. I will begin, O fool, with a certain mirror—” here the vulture held up her wing and gave a screech, and from far away—about half a mile in fact—the appalled merchant seemed to detect a glacial splintering. “I will smash all and everything, until you have dug up that place of sand which sings and sobs. Go now. Hasten back to the camp and get your slaves and your spades, for with every second you delay, another delicacy breaks. Be assured also, that if the sand is not then rendered to glassware before three more months elapse, I will break anything you may have left, or thereafter acquire! You had best believe this.”
 Jandur was uncertain if he had only gone mad, but he credited every word. He bolted for the camp, and endlessly along the route as he ran, he heard the shattering of glass—the whole while becoming louder and louder.
 * * *
 
 Indeed, Jandur’s bivouac lay in some confusion, when he reached it. People stood about amazed, and bits of glass lay around sparkling prettily in the firelight, but there was a deal of shrieking and praying too. “Vile winged shadows fell upon your wagon, Jandur!” some explained, hurrying gladly to convey bad news. “We heard the vandalism upon your wares but dare not enter! No other among us is attacked—only you, poor Jandur. Whatever can you have done to incur this supernatural wrath?” While as a background to their verbiage, yet other breakages sounded.


 But Jandur paid no heed. Seizing his servant, two spades and some sacks, Jandur pelted back again, now on foot, across the desert. Regaining the spot where the dust had lifted and sung, the two men dug and transposed sand for all they were worth, until they had filled the sacks.

 No sign of the vulture-witch remained, and truly the general site was so unremarkable that, saving the mesa, it was probable Jandur would not have found it again. A large dug hole now marked the dunes. Yet soon enough the sands would refill it.
 “Hark,” said Jandur. “Does it seem the wrecking has ceased?”
 Presently he and the servant were agreed, any noises of destruction had stopped.
 They trudged back to the caravan then and loaded the sacks into the wagon, where there was now some space for them, Jandur having lost a fair portion of his most valuable goods.
 * * *
 
 No other event of any moment befell the caravan, or Jandur, until they had entirely crossed the Harsh, and reached the town of Burab.
 Jandur went, albeit with no delight, to the house of his brother-in-law Tesh, the glass-maker, which lay behind the smoking chimney of the makery. Here Jandur’s sister, Tesh’s wife, greeted Jandur with affection tempered only by her husband’s censure. Tesh himself banged in and out of the place, upbraiding Jandur for the loss of his goods— “A witch broke them? Ha! A likely tale. Your donkey of a servant packed them improperly, either that or you lost them at gambling. What a simpleton you are, Jandur. Your father must whirl in his grave at your incompetence.”
 “Nevertheless,” said Jandur, gravely, “I have collected in the desert a most fascinating sand, and this I would request you put to use instantly. Fashion some fresh articles that I may sell them in the great city markets.”
 Tesh was not the man to be given orders by such as Jandur. He made a colossal fuss, shouted at his wife, tried to kick the dog—which eluded him without effort, being well-practiced in the skill—and rained curses on the earth in general. However, since Tesh had had no items in the original wagon-load, and might now get profit from future sales, he eventually complied, making out that he did Jandur the sort of favour that was known, in those parts, as a ‘Full day’s holiday, with a feast at its end’.
 Jandur then retired exhausted to his bed. The caravan would not quit Burab for some while, and there was time enough. The sand had filled three sacks to the top, and he expected several pieces to result. Unease he put from him. If the sand were possessed by some supramundane force, Jandur himself had had no choice but to take it on. What the resultant glass might be, or do or cause, Jandur did not permit himself to consider.
 The next morning the chimney of the makery gouted, as always, thunders of smoke and sparkling cinders.
 Jandur busied himself about the town, buying presents for his sister and the dog.
 Evening fell and the smouldering chimney cooled. A little after the regular hour, in came Tesh—both Jandur and Tesh’s wife jumped up in startlement.
 The red-hot man was pale as one of his burn-scars, and glassy tears trembled from his eyes.
 “My darling wife,” said he, and she so addressed almost fainted with the shock, “can you forgive me for my temper and my foulness?”
 “Are you ill?” she cried in panic. “What ails you?”
 “Alas,” wept Tesh, and gentle as a lamb he went and knelt before her, burying his face in her skirts. And when the dog came worriedly to sniff him, Tesh, without looking, stroked its head and murmured, “Poor boy, you shall have a bone, you shall have a dish of meat. I will buy you a collar that reads: Faithful Under Duress.” After which his words were drowned in his tears.
 As she embraced this strange, new-made husband, Jandur’s sister said urgently to Jandur, “Go to the makery and see what has gone on!”
 And Jandur did as she asked, his mind buzzing between curiosity, amusement, pity—and sheer fright.
 The makery was a significant and hellish area. It rose up on many levels, that were dominated by the dark yet fiery hulks of kilns and braziers, and silvered stoops and founts of water, and all the while the crackle and bubble, the trickle and shiver, the rush and gush and whoosh and push—things altering, melting, expanding, blooming or dying. And always, even now, the ebb and flow of fire flickering on walls and roof, the glycerine rivering and drip of molten glass, the stench of hot metal and clay and combustion, and gaseousness, the nasal glitters and sumps of stone-dust, silica, calcium, and black natron.
 Below on benches sat Tesh’s work-gang. One was nursing a blowing pipe, three or four some smallish empty moulds. These fellows seemed bemused beyond speech. At a table sat one though, who was polishing little beakers with the rubbing stone. He glanced up and said to Jandur, “I will tell it. There has been a peculiarity here. Either you have brought us bad luck—or good luck. We are not sure as yet.”
 Jandur put a substantial coin before the man. “I hope you will all take some wine to comfort you. But for now, go on.”
 “The sand,” said the stone-rubber, “when emptied, was only enough for a single slight item.”
 “But it had filled three sacks!”
 “So we thought, too. But opening and emptying them, all that was there was this miniature amount. Be sure, Master Tesh ranted he would waste none of his other sand to pad it out, and next he made oaths worthy of the demonkind. But by then he must make something else of it than vulgar language, so we set to work. Then, when all goes in the crucible, a wild scent comes from the mix.”
 “A scent of what?”

 “Of women’s sweet skin and garments and young clean hair . . . so then we are all afeared, but Tesh rants on, so on we make. Then when he comes to blow the piece, soft light shines up above the brazier. Like green iron, or the rose-red that comes from glue-of-gold. But Tesh blows on, and then the vessel comes from the fire and is finished and firmed with a speed not very usual.”
 “What had been made?” demanded Jandur.
 “One slender goblet with a flower-like drinking-bowl.”
 “And then?”
 “Master touches it,” put in one of the other men. “And his face goes rapt, as if he saw the gods. And then white. And then he staggers out to his house.”
 Jandur collected his wits. “Where is the goblet?”
 “He took it with him.”
 When Jandur pelted back in at the house door, he halted as if he struck a buffer of some sort.
 For there sat his sister, with Tesh adoringly leaning on her, and the dog with its head on Tesh’s knee. And Jandur’s sister sang in a light and lovely voice, an evening song. And in her hand Jandur beheld a glass drinking cup, no longer than a woman’s hand, and full of mutable colours, as the stone-rubber had said. But just then the servant girl came in, and singing, Jandur’s sister handed her the cup.
 In consternation and excitement, Jandur watched the girl, to see what her reaction to the goblet might be.
 For a moment she only stood quite still, and gazed at it. She was not more than thirteen years, and next she turned away, rather as a child would who has found out a secret. Jandur though saw she smiled, and her face blushed like one of the tints in the glass.
 Jandur went to her and softly said, “What is it you feel?”
 “Oh,” said the girl, without either shyness or boldness, “only that one day I shall be in love.”
 “You must give me the cup,” said Jandur. “It is mine.”
 Without any hesitation the girl did so, but the smile did not leave her, just as Tesh was yet affectionate, and his wife yet sang to him.
 When Jandur took the cup he braced himself, thinking all manner of insanities or ecstasies might overwhelm him, and that despite them he must not let it fall and break. But all he felt was a speechless fear, the very same which had already visited him on the goblet’s account.
 He walked out into the little garden of the house. The moon was rising over the wall, where a mulberry tree grew, its leaves tarnished by exhalations of the makery. Jandur raised the glass, and the moon shone through it, grey and silent, telling nothing.

What shall I do with you? Jandur thought. You may work miracles or do much harm. I will take you with me because it seems I must, and in the first city I will sell you, if such is possible. If I am wrong in that, forgive me, spirit of sand and glass. I have no other notion what is to be done.
 Then the wind blew through the mulberry leaves, and the wind said Yes, as sometimes, they reported, it did. Yes, said the wind among the leaves. So Jandur wrapped the goblet carefully and placed it in a box. A handful of time later he bore it to the city, where Prince Razved was King-in-waiting, and the Prince bought the goblet at the price of all the other broken glass. And after that Jandur took his own way through the world again, in prosperity or misfortune, as each man must.
 
 

3. The First Fragment
 
 That very night, years before, the King of another country was to enter the town of Marah.
 In the south, on the coast of the Great Purple Sea, there had been a war and much skirmishing, and this King, whose own city lay north of the desert, had brought his troops to assist a southern ally. The battles done, and victory secured, now the young King was returning home. The bulk of his army had marched ahead of him, but he himself stopped here and there on his route. That he should honour Marah was a source to the town of pride and pandemonium. Most of the townspeople too were knife-keen to view the King. He was said to have that rare combination, pronounced beauty of person, intelligence of mind, and goodness of heart.
 Marah however, was not then as it would come to be in the time of Jandur’s maturity—which time was yet some two decades in its future. Preparations were frantic and extreme.
 Came the night, the young northern King rode through the main avenue of the town. In the glare of many hundred torches, it was seen that while his black horse was caparisoned in silk from the Purple Coast, which burned sapphire in shade but like ruby in the light, the King was dressed well but plainly, and his only jewel was the ring that signified his kingship. In himself though, he was jewel enough. His hair was like darkly gilded bronze, his face and figure were so handsome he might have been some wonderful statue come to life.
 All about exclamations rose, and sighs, and after these dumbness. How lucky was that northern city, to be ruled by such a paragon. How lucky his young wife, who had already borne him a son. How lucky his son, in such a father. How lucky the very sky there, and the air itself, to be seen by him, and breathed into his lungs.
 * * *
 
 Her name was Qirisn. She was by trade a musician, adopted and trained by an ancient school of the town, for her parents had died when she was only an infant. Marah, and the desert beyond, were all Qirisn knew, or supposedly. Since also she knew music, and knew it flawlessly, for she possessed great natural talent both as a player of stringed instruments, and as a singer. Music had, it seemed, taught her that incredible elements lay beyond the mere facts of existence, and far outside the scope of human law and rational thought. A fine and feral inner landscape existed within the brain and spirit of Qirisn, and something of it showed in the night-blue of her eyes, though few noticed her until she sang. Her voice was of an almost supernal quality, very flexible and silken, and superlative from its lowest to its highest notes. “So stars must sing,” her last tutor had remarked of her, although not in her hearing. But she did not need to be made either modest or vain. She knew her worth and where it lay; it made her happy, and others happy also: there are few greater gifts than such genius.
 It had been arranged that the best musicians of Marah should entertain the northern King, but they would do so, as was the custom then in the town, behind a screen. That being so, they went out on a little terrace above the street to watch, with various others, the monarch’s arrival at the hall of banqueting.
 Among these witnesses there was no change of opinion from that of all the rest who had glimpsed him.
 “How fair he is!” they said. “Better than sunrise.”
 Only Qirisn did not say a word.
 She was not, certainly, the only one to look upon the King and love him instantly, but with her the blow sank much deeper. Not simply had she never experienced the lightning strike of physical love before, she had, conversely, when involved in making or listening to music, experienced the phenomenon over and over, never then having a point of reference. It had seemed to her always until this moment, that the passion of her inner sight was impossible to realize in the outer world. Now she found otherwise. Panes like ice shattered before her. Her heart itself seemed to break like a mirror. To her, love was the most familiar and least known of any emotion. She went in to play and sing, moving in a trance, aware solely that he would hear her music. As of course he must, since now he would be the cause of it, and even in the past, before ever she looked at him, he had been so. It was plain to her, if in the most dreamlike way, she had known him elsewhere, in some other life perhaps, or on the outer fringes of this one. Or else, she had known him forever. And yet, in her current sphere, they would never meet.
 The banquet began, the lamps burned bright, flowers and incenses released their perfumes. The diners were regaled by performances of magic and mystery. Doves burst from bottles and flew away, lions spoke riddles and could not be answered, diamond rain fell dry, and cool as the moon’s kisses.
 The musicians played and sang too. If they were noticed above the general hubbub, who could be sure. Yet, when Qirisn sang, and tonight it seemed she sang more exquisitely than ever before, some did fall quiet to listen. And the King? It was noted he turned his head a fraction, and for a second he frowned. But he was not unkind, not capricious, not heartless. Perhaps only he did not much care for music?
 * * *
 
 On the following day the King resumed his journey, which, having once left Marah, must take him out over the boiled shield of the Vast Harsh.
 He had, naturally, no concern for robbers, his retinue of servants and soldiers were more than enough to make cautious the most vulpine robber band. Nevertheless, he himself led forays among those bandit strongholds which were sighted, wiping many felons from the desert’s face with efficient economy.
 Otherwise, the King seemed somewhat preoccupied. He had trouble sleeping, and restlessly walked about the nightly encampments, chatting with the guards. Or he might write a letter to his wife—a foolish exercise since he would see her in a pair more months.
 A sunset happened which was the colour of a damson. The King stood watching it, and then he turned to one of his officers, a man who had been close to him during the recent campaign.
 “Did you hear ever, Nassib, was there much witchcraft in that last town?”
 “In Marah, my lord? No, rather the opposite. Some of them talked of a witch who will shape-change to a vulture, but she is a desert hag and who knows, may only be a vulture and nothing more, save in a story.”
 “Quite so.”
 “Why do you ask, sir?”
 “Oh, a little matter.” The King watched the last of the sun’s disc as it hid itself in some slot of the horizon. He added rather slowly, “I heard a girl sing at Marah, one of the musicians at the dinner. She had a lovely voice. But it is more than that.”
 “You fancied her, my lord? Surely you might have had her brought to you?”
 “Well, but I never saw her even. And I do not wish to force any woman.”
 The officer laughed, between approval and envy, for very few women would not desire the King.
 Returning to his tent, the King however wrote on the paper he had left ready for another letter, only these words: In Marah, at the desert’s brink, I heard a girl sweetly sing. And ever since that night, her voice has stayed with me, I do not know why. It seems I have been much disturbed by her song.
 * * *
 
 The crossing of the desert, what with the forays upon bandits, and the King’s mood, lasted longer than it might have otherwise.
 But they lay over at a small oasis when the King called Nassib to him.
 “Listen, my friend, I have a task for you if you will accept it.” Nassib declared he would willingly do so. “Wait first to hear the commission. If you wish to refuse I will find another to undertake it. You know I have been wed these past three years, and my wife has given me a healthy son.” Nassib agreed he did know this. “Custom allows me to take other women, and also to wed them, but I have never thought either act necessary since my marriage. Now I am in love. I am in love with a voice and—oh, Nassib, you will think me insane—with a vision I see of her in sleep, or awake, when sunlight fails a certain way, or a cloud scarfs the stars. Am I bewitched? I do not know, nor any longer care. Go back if you will to Marah, and seek out there the woman with the voice of silk and crystal. Though never having seen her, I can tell you how she is. Little and slender, with light hair, and eyes like blue midnight. If you doubt, ask her to sing a single note. Then you may be sure. Give her this ring with a crimson stone. Tell her, you will bring her to me, if she will go with you. I think she will. Her soul calls out to mine, Nassib, as mine to hers. Long ago, on some other earth, we have been lovers. More, we have been two halves of a solitary whole, and so remain. Tell her she shall be my second queen. Tell her,” and here the King’s face assumed such a look of bliss, his words rang strangely with it, “tell her I am dead without her, and wish to come alive.” Nassib stood bereft of speech. He was shocked beyond calculation at his own response. For it was as if all this while he had known the King uttered only the truth, and there could be no other choice. But “My regrets, Nassib,” said the King, taking his hand. “No, I do not think I am mad. I am at the sanest moment of my life. If you will trust me, do what I ask. If not, remain my friend, and I will send another. For she must be brought with some subterfuge to the city. There will be many obstacles to overcome, both of courtesy and faction. There may be dangers.”
 “My lord,” said Nassib humbly, “I believe the gods have taken you and she into their hand. I cannot gainsay the gods. I will do everything you ask as best I am able.” 
 Before moonrise Nassib, accompanied by eight hand-picked men, was racing back across the Harsh to Marah.
 * * *

 
 She had dreamed of him every night, as he had of her.

 Awake, in changes of light she had seen him, in the faces of others or the faces of statues, or in the pouring of water, or the dazzle of sun on the strings of an instrument.
 Qirisn grieved yet, seeing him so often, still she did not lose her quite unfounded hope. She could be nothing to him—yet surely she was. They could never meet—yet surely they would.
 Some months after the night of the banquet, a young man, garbed like a desert wanderer, sought her in the court of the musicians’ school.
 He asked her if her name was Qirisn, and if she had sung in the hall when the King of the northern city dined there. He looked intently at her soft hair and small frame, and long into her eyes.
 He asked she sing him one single note. She sang it. “I am Qirisn,” she replied.
 “Yes, so you are,” said he. Then he gave a savage laugh. Then he begged her pardon for it. “When he was here in Marah, did you see the King?” Qirisn assented. She was very calm, long trained in means of control, as the musician must be, but pale, so her eyes seemed black rather than blue. Nassib took a breath, and asked her, “Would you see the King again?” To which Qirisn quietly answered, “I would give my life to do so.”
 Then the rest of the message was detailed, and the ring of rose-red topaz pressed into her hand. And she carried it to her lips and kissed it. Nassib next told her how they would leave the town before sunset, and start out over the desert, he and his eight men her escort. She nodded but asked nothing at all, only the colour of her eyes came back and filled Nassib’s mind with a kind of blank serenity, and after this all was easy to do.
 How easy indeed it was, as it had been easy to say to him, as she had, she would give her life to see the King once more.
 And thus, while Qirisn and Nassib were crossing the waste, at long last the King reached his city.
 Near to evening he entered the palace, and his wife the Queen came to meet him, her look radiant, her glorious hair twined with hyacinthine zircons. He greeted her publically with great affection, and then they went away into their private apartments, and here, after a slight interval, during which the radiance faded from her, the young King spoke of his love and respect for her, but then told his wife what had befallen him, and what presently must come to be.

 She paid close attention. When he had finished, she raised her face, now like a paper never written on.
 “What of your son, the Prince?”
 “He shall continue as my heir. I will love him always—love does not cast out love, only increases it. He shall reign as King long after me.”
 “And I,” she said.
 “You will ever be my first wife, First Queen, and I will hold you dear. You need be afraid of nothing.”
 “Need I not,” she said. And then, “Well, my lord. I wish you every felicity in your life with this second queen, who is your highest love, your spiritual mate through time. After the aeons you have waited to regain her, how marvellous will be your reunion.” And rising she bowed to him and went away.
 The Queen paced slowly to her own rooms, and there she drew off her body every rich thing which she had gained through her marriage. She called in the nurse, and gazed at her son, less than one year of age. “Be blessed, my darling,” she said to her child, and gave the nurse seven zircons from her hair. Alone again, the Queen went into her compartment of bathing, and there she lay down on the marble floor and cut the vein of her left arm. Some while she watched the white stone alter to topaz red. She said to it, “He has not broken my heart, he has broken my soul.” But then she fell asleep, and soon thereafter she died.
 Such was the rejoicing at the King’s return, no one discovered what had gone on until that night had passed. The King himself did not receive the news until noon of the next day. When he did, he wept. It was proper that he should, and his court and subjects revered him for his tender sorrow. The Queen meanwhile they reviled for a madwoman. Even those who knew the truth avowed he had not meant to hurt her, she was unreasonable. And of course he had not meant to, for no man wants, unless an utter monster or fool, to saddle himself with such a dreadful scourge of guilt. Yet through the anguish of his tears and remorse, his love for Qirisn stayed like a pearl within contaminated water. The days of mourning would be long and scrupulously he would attend and mark each one. Beyond them, heaven-upon-earth awaited him. He could endure till then.
 * * *
 
 A storm was coming to the desert, it blew from the north. Lightning flared through the clouds, littering them with thin fissures of grey-gold. The thunder drummed on the sky’s skin, as if to break through and plummet to the ground below in heavy chunks like granite, and each larger than a city. No rain fell. The dunes lit white, then brass, flickered to black, seemed to vanish underfoot.
 To begin with they rode on, the escort of nine men on their horses, the girl in the little open carriage, she and its driver protected only by a canopy. But in another hour a strong wind gusted from the mouth of the storm, smelling of metal and salt. Soon enough it had the horses staggering, and snapped the posts so the canopy flew up to join the roiling cumulous above.
 Nassib came to the carriage.
 “There are tall rocks there. We must shelter, Qirisn-to-be-queen. No other way can we keep you safe.”
 They sought the rocks then, a narrow mesa like one segment of the backbone of a dead dragon.
 Lightning carved about them still, and the thunder rolled. Men and animals waited, stark or trembling, and only Qirisn was composed, afraid of nothing since her fate had found her, and she had trusted it.
 Eventually another sound grew audible. It was that of men, unlike all others. Around the rocky hill came a cavalcade of sorts. They had lighted lamps too, and they were jolly, smiling and calling out invitingly to those who took shelter at the mesa’s foot.
 One of Nassib’s men spoke in a voice of death.
 “In number there are at least thirty of them. They are bandits. This is their stronghold. The gods have abandoned us.”
 Nassib drew his sword. It made a rasping, jeering noise, as if it mocked them. “While we may, we fight. Do not let them take you living.” He had seemingly forgotten the girl. If he had remembered, he would have turned and offered to slay her at once. He could see his men had no chance, and nor would she have any, since these felons were everywhere noted for their profligate viciousness.
 After this the bandits sprang from their donkeys, and rushing up they killed every other man that was there, Nassib too, the bandits grabbing and their leader beheading him at one blow. They recalled Nassib from the King’s forays on their kind, but tonight they lost none of their own.
 When even the carriage-driver had been slaughtered, they drew the valuable northern horses aside. That done, the leader went swaggering and laughing to Qirisn. “And what are you? Not much, for sure. Yet a woman, I will grant you that.”
 Perhaps she had gone mad in those minutes. Perhaps she had only been mad from the instant she fell in love.
 She addressed the bandit reasonably, without fear or anger.
 “You cannot touch me. I am meant for a king.”
 “Are you? His loss then. You shall have me and my lads instead.”
 The storm watched, missing no detail of what was next enacted at the foot of the dragon’s backbone. In the lightning, flesh blazed white, or golden, or grew invisible; blood ran like blackest adders, or inks of scarlet or green. Cries became only another melodic cadence for the thunder and the gale. Storms frequently carried, and carry yet, such crying. Who can say if it is only imagined, or if it is the faithful report of the elements which, since time’s start, have overheard such things.
 At length, no one was there beneath the rock, but for the dead and Qirisn. In her, one ultimate wisp of life remained, although swiftly it was ebbing. Come away, life whispered to her urgently, come away, for you and I are done with all this now.
 But Qirisn’s eyes fixed on the sky of storm. The gods had forsaken her, love had, truth had. Worse than all these, she must now forsake him.
 Something in her screamed in mute violence, a wordless, unthought prayer to the sky. Which, pausing, seemed to hear.
 The cacophony of the cloud settled to a kind of stasis. The flutter of the lightning fashioned for itself another shape, that of an electrum knot. From this, long strands extended themselves, like searching arms. Long-fingered hands, resembling tentacles, reached as if most delicately to clasp the world. Then, from the core of heaven, a levinbolt shot downward. A flaming sword, the white of another spectrum, struck deep into the ground, at the spot where Qirisn lay dying. And after this it stood, the bolt, joining heaven to earth, pulsing with a regular muscular golden spasm. It fused all matter, sand and soil and dust, body and bone and blood, together in a disbanded union of change. Then the sword diluted and was gone. Everything was gone. And darkness sank into the space which was all the heaven-fire had left.
 It is said, and possibly only Jandur, those twenty years later, propagated such a tale—for he was secretly a romantic—that hours on, when the storm had melted, demons came up on to the Harsh to enjoy its refreshment under a waning moon.
 Passing the spot, those beautiful dreamers, the Eshva, paused only to sigh, before wandering away. If Vazdru princes passed, they paid no attention. But two Drin, the dwarvish, ugly and talented artisans of Underearth, did halt beside the silicate residues of Qirisn’s death.
 “Something is here worth looking at!”
 But a desert hare, a female, gleaming platinum under the watery moon, and with ears like lilies, galloped over the dunes. And lust stirred up the Drin at such loveliness, and they vacated the area to pursue her. Such a master was love, then, for demons, and for men.
 
 

4. The Fourth Fragment
 
 That very moment, as he entered the highest vortex of pleasure, Razved heard his phantasmal partner call out his name in her joy. It was not a moment otherwise for anything, let alone for thought. Nevertheless, it seemed not inappropriate she should know his name. Then the colossal wave bore him through the gate and dashed him among stars, and after that flat on his back again amid the pillows, with a maiden of glass gripped in his arms.
 Only now did he unwillingly feel the chill and ungiving texture of her unflesh, and sense the folly, and maybe the error of what had just been done.
 Only now also did he understand it was, after all, not exactly his name that she had called aloud in her voice of glass.
 No, not Razved, that was not the name she had uttered. It had been Raz Vedey. Raz Vedey, my beloved lord.
 Drained by ecstasy, stupified by confusion, Razved lay there. There rushed through his befuddled mind a memory of his mother, who had slain herself before ever he had known her, and of an old man locked up and enchained in a dirty room below. Down there, amid the irons and the skittering of rats, that was where Raz Vedey might be located.
 In his mind, Razved asked of himself, Whatever she is, what would she have with my father?

 Because, of course, the mad old man, who constantly escaped his imprisonment, but who haunted Razved even when safely stashed away, was that father, that very Raz Vedey.
 Razved himself knew well that, along with a disgraced mother who had cut her wrist and died, he had a male parent who, while yet young and strong, the victor in a southern war, had one night, during a galvanic storm, started up shouting that his soul had perished in the Vast Harsh. And who, despite the subsequent care and attention of the best physicians and maguses, quickly became and stayed entirely lunatic. Razved, growing to maturity, was reared sternly by tutors, and when only thirteen made the regent of his father. Since then Razved had ruled the city, but without full authority and without the essential title of King. For did the King not still live? The city’s moral code forbade his removal save through natural decease, and crazed though he was, the King ungraciously refused to die. Razved, to be sure, had engineered a clutch of clandestine attempts upon the wretch’s life. All of these had failed. Yes, even the strong poison, or the block of stone cast from an upper roof. It was as if, Razved had long decided, his devilish sire awaited some news, or even arrival, and would not himself depart the world until assured of it. His constant wail: “Are they here? Are they near?” seemed infuriatingly—or piteably—to confirm this last suspicion.
 The Prince’s eyes now remained tightly closed. He was partly afraid to open them, for the fragile weight of her still lay over him. What would he see? What must he do?
 “Remove yourself from me,” he muttered, but there was no reaction.
 Instead his brain brimmed suddenly with uncanny images—a glassy girl, shimmering green and rose, who drifted through the chamber on feet of glass, and her eyes, curiously, were dark, and gazed at him and did not see him. Perhaps they saw nothing, for they were made—not of eyes, nor of glass—but of pain, of agony, and of despair. A bride, brought forth from the carcass of Harsh Desert, the true meaning of whose title was The Illegitimate Vessel, a bride who had died in horror and waited in blind lament for two decades, next entering the city of her lover, her beloved, and mistaking for him one who was flesh of his flesh, if never spirit of his spirit. Where now then for her? Where else was there to seek or to fly?
 On Razved’s skin the glacial glass turned to ice, and with a howl he burst from his trance.
 He bounded off the couch, slinging the succubus-creature from him, and opened wide his eyes. And in that instant he saw and heard a shattering of glass—as if a million crystal windows had blown in and whirled about him.
 “Help me!” yowled Razved, King-in-waiting, descendant of warrior-lords, spraying his robe with the waters of his bladder. “Assassins! Demons!”
 But when his terrified servants entered, they found him quite alone, not a mark upon him, and on the floor by his couch only one little plain drinking goblet, smashed into bits like sugar.
 * * *
 
 Qirisn was now finally and fully dead. Free therefore, she glided through the wall of the prison-chamber and stole quietly to King Raz Vedey. She touched his ravelled face, and looking up he saw her, her light hair and blue-midnight eyes; he saw her soul. And shedding his ruined mind and form, he came out to her, strong and young and beautiful as he had been in Marah, and kissed her hands and her lips. After which they went away together, wherever it was and is that lovers go, after physical death, when they are two halves of a faultless solitary whole.
 But in the red dawn, when someone came to tell the Prince that his father had abruptly departed the world, Razved buried his head in the pillows and wept, over and over: “At last, at last, I am the King.”
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