


Tanith Lee’s stories are poetic, thrilling, disturbing, curious 
and always utterly fascinating. Above all, they shine with a 
unique beauty that belongs to this author and no other. Lee 
beguiles her readers, luring us into her world with brilliantly 
coloured lamps and fragrant incenses, only to ensnare us in 
golden word-chains so elegantly wrought that we long to 
linger there forever. 
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Black As A Rose

There are now five books in my series about the Flat 
Earth, that universe presided over by indifferent gods 
(who made mankind as a mistake), teased and tortured 
by demons whose prince, Azhrarn, the beautiful 
shape-changer, lives by day in a city of jade and steel 
underground, and by night prowls the world like a 
black wolf.
	 The fifth book (Night’s Sorceries), like the first 
(Night’s Master), is an interconnecting set of short 
stories, out of which the following is taken. It’s 
unnecessary to know the books to read “Black as a 
Rose’. The characters, other than Azhrarn himself, and 
Dathanja the priest, are unique to it. Otherwise it is 
only needful to believe that Azhrarn has a very firm, 
subtle and complex grudge against Dathanja, and 
anyone therefore cleaving to his cult.

T
he desert spread like a huge lion, sleeping, and by day 
its hide was the color of powdered turmeric. But by night 

the moon paled its flanks to ash, the color of dead dreams. Very 
little grew in the desert, save for the sand, which proliferated 
constantly. Here and there a well of smudgy water, a tree of 
thirteen leaves, might entice the infrequent wayfarer. The native 
creatures were few and stirred mostly after sunfall.
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Somewhere in the west of this waste there lay a ship.
How it had come there, in the midst of the sand, even those 

who had seen it could not decide. The general opinion was the 
vessel had been stranded millennia ago, when a sea then occu-
pying the region soaked underground by magic. The ship was 
of an ornate mode, carved and gilded, with a lily prow and a 
stern like a fish’s tail, having two masts and triple banks of oars. 
And some odd property either of the spell or the ship itself, or of 
the desert dusts in concert with such things, had totally mummi-
fied the hulk, even to its two sails, turning it into a galley of salt.

Below, a long pool of clear water was colonnaded by tall 
palms, and fringed with thickets of locust trees, fig and lilac.

At this place, several ancient tracks and highways had once 
converged, but the sands had mostly eroded them. A small 
shrine to a stone god stood above the oasis. Between the shrine 
and the ship of salt, sequestered in a garden, was the green-
eyed house of Jalasil.

Before her death, the mother of Jalasil, who had been a 
sorceress, set on this house many protections, that her only 
daughter might live there in security. And this Jalasil had done 
until young womanhood. She was tended by three old servants, 
who had been her mother’s, and seldom saw any other being. 
Meanwhile she employed herself with the library of books and 
the life of the garden. Though sometimes she would sit for 
hours of an evening, gazing through the tourmaline panes, now 
to the east and now to the west, the north or the south. Green-
eyed like her house, Jalasil was neither happy nor unhappy, yet 
now and then, at her gazing, she would take up her harp and 
invent brief songs in a minor key.

Across the desert came a band of nomadic young men.
In these days the teachings of the priest-magician Dathanja 

had started a new vogue in certain quarters of the earth. His 
creed, both cosmic and precise, had a flexible simplicity which, 
usually, was soon harnessed and complicated by his devotees, or 
those who had picked up some smattering. The young nomads 
had, not one of them, ever seen him, or heard his parables first 
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hand. They had come to a grasp of the physical liberty he con-
veyed and to the wandering and mostly possessionless state he 
typified. Too, they had some kindness, creativity and healing 
to impart, and did so, while none of them had ever committed 
evil, or – more to the point – ever feared evil. Yet their souls 
were younger than the soul of Dathanja, which had lived in any 
case two lives in one.

The leader of this group bore the name Zhoreb. Like 
Dathanja himself, he was dark of hair and brow, a fact Zhoreb 
had not failed to notice. Beside that he was tawny from the 
sun, with eyes the shade of some inundating river. He walked 
with the courage and pride which health and intelligence may 
bestow, and his comrades followed him gladly, as pleased by 
his qualities as by their own.

They went where the land itself led them. Finding a hill, 
they would climb, a valley – descend. Coming on the remnant 
of a road in the sand, they took it.

By day they strode, resting only at the sharp peak of noon, 
where they could in the umbra of a rock or tree, or else merely 
under their own mantles.

When night closed earth and sky, they made a fire, for they 
gathered dry plants and husks as they came on them, and sat 
under the vast arch of desert heaven packed with fruiting stars 
and a moon near and huge as a cartwheel, but shadowed like a 
skull. Here they drank hoarded water and ate such eatable stuff 
as had been found, while the eerie hymns of animals arose for 
miles about on every side. Then they told each other stories, 
and mused on the reality (or otherwise) of life and the world. 
And sometimes, being young and high-spirited, they ran races 
or performed acrobatic feats, or played at other competitions of 
skill both physical and cerebral.

At the third dusk in the desert, as they were settling them-
selves by the decayed road under a tree of only seven leaves, 
one of the company remarked, “See, Zhoreb, there is a fellow 
traveller.”
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Then Zhoreb got to his feet again, and looked away over 
the ashy dunes. And sure enough, against a rising moon, one 
came toward them.

“He is clad all in black. Yet,” declared the young man who 
had spoken formerly, “he has no priestly look to him.”

“His hair is blacker than the night. Are those the stars them-
selves caught in his cloak?” 

“The cloak beats slowly, like two wings of an eagle.”
“Perhaps,” said Zhoreb, “a mage.”
“And listen,” whispered another, “how quiet the desert has 

grown. As if the wolverines and jackals held their breath to 
hear –”

“Sir,” called Zhoreb boldly, “you are welcome to join us at 
our fire. We have little to eat, but will gladly share with you 
what we have.”

The figure paused a short distance from the road. The moon 
now stood behind his head, making his face difficult to discern, 
but for the sombre flash of two black eyes. Black as the eyes of 
Dathanja they were, and much blacker.

“Since you invite me so courteously,” said the stranger, “I 
will sit down with you. For your food, another feast awaits me 
where I am going before sunrise, I will not, therefore, trouble 
yours.”

His voice was so thrilling, so melodious, and held such 
extraordinary power, that even Zhoreb hesitated at it. But one 
of the band, the youngest of them maybe, broke into a merry 
laugh, “Why, here is a boaster! Pray tell us, sir, where in all this 
wilderness and night do you intend to feast?”

Just then the stranger moved and stepped onto the road. 
The fire caught him in a glass of gold. He had the beauty and 
the presence of a king, or that a king should have. And all the 
night was his, no wonder it fell silent at his approach, or sought 
to feast him.

“Where?” he said, and smiled a little on the youngest who 
had mentioned boasting, so the boy himself grew moon-color, 
“Why, under your feet.”
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Then he passed by and sat down among them, across the 
fire from Zhoreb. And Zhoreb sat in some haste. And after this, 
for an interval, it was so noiseless there the flames had a sound 
of breaking bones.

But the stranger, having turned his rings – and magnificent 
rings they were  – upon his lordly hands, the nails of which 
were very long, squared, and enamelled silver, glanced toward 
the desert and said, coaxingly, “Go on with your music, my 
children.”

And at that such a tempest of nocturnal howls and 
screechings and whistlings and chirrups burst from the sands, 
for some thirty or sixty miles in all directions, that every one of 
the priestly band of Zhoreb jumped in his skin, and almost out 
of it indeed.

“And now,” said the stranger, returning his regard to Zhoreb, 
“let me delight in your philosophical debate.”

“My lord,” said Zhoreb, who did not know fear or evil, yet 
fancied he espied them, “you are, by your appearance and your 
state, surely the superior in knowledge. How shall we presume? 
Let us rather, my lord, attend to you. Or keep dumb.” 

Then the man laughed. (A rill of velvet able to slice steel.)
“You are of the wise, Zhoreb. Is that then through the teach-

ing of your mentor?”
“The teachings of Dathanja are imperfectly known to us. Yet 

we value his example.”
“Do you so? Yet, at his inception, he was a simpleton, and 

a perpetrator of enormous wrongs. This you will also know, 
doubtless.”

“It combines with the sum of his message.”
“Which is?”
“My lord,” said Zhoreb, lowering his riverine eyes from the 

eyes of the stranger, which were not like eyes at all, but like the 
sky or some space beyond the sky, blacker and more bright. 
“My lord, I beg to be excused from delivering to you my faulty 
rendition of the whole and remedial testimony of that man.”

“But you have expounded it to others.”
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Then Zhoreb, caught between his faith and his astuteness, 
fell. He chose faith. He said, “The basis of the doctrine is purely 
this: we enchain ourselves. Even in fetters of iron we might be 
free, but in gossamers, more often than not, we load ourselves, 
put out our own eyes and break our own backs. For, though 
he had performed wickedness, Dathanja was able to cast out 
his own sins, to be free of them, and so to sin no more, being 
free to do good. And there is none that may not change himself, 
whatever he has done, or become, or is.”

“Thus?” said the stranger. “How you do astonish me.”
And again a silence – the length and breadth of the desert 

as it seemed, as if every creature and every grain of sand had 
gone to granite.

Then Azhrarn (for not one of them by now, being educated, 
did not realise but that Azhrarn it was) made a mild gesture to 
the fire which altered to the starkest white, as if ice leapt and 
burnt there.

Pretending not to heed it, even while the young men drew 
away, Azhrarn said, “In gratitude for your frank admission of 
faith, the reckless bravery of which act is to your credit, I will 
myself offer you a parable.

“Supposing,” continued Azhrarn, “a man comes upon a ship 
in the midst of the desert. Probably he will immediately think 
to himself, “Behold, once there was an ocean upon this land 
which the Sea People, who are sorcerers, dispelled for some 
mischief. All was destroyed save this one vessel. Stranded here, 
it has fossilised and remains an object of wonder, a visual tract 
upon the impermanence of things.

“But suppose again,” murmured Azhrarn, “that in truth the 
ship had been set in the desert at the notion of some magus, 
who preserved it there against the sand and the wind, and 
gave it also the semblance of antiquity. And he did this for no 
reason of any consequence, except maybe to cause a man, 
observing his work, to review the evidence and draw a false 
conclusion.”

The fire fluttered, blushed, resumed its proper hue. Across 
the acres of the dunes, a hawking owl mewed at the moon.
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None dared speak after Azhrarn had spoken, but for 
Zhoreb, though some minutes he did not. Then, sensing the 
demon’s eyes on him, Zhoreb said this: “Your instruction, my 
lord, shall be much valued. All the more so since it is yourself 
who give it.”

“And what is your comment upon my instruction, O student 
of Dathanja the Priest?”

Zhoreb considered. Then he answered, “In the land of my 
childhood there was a saying, as follows: ‘The black rose does 
not anywhere grow. Therfore let us fondly believe in the bloom-
ing of the black rose.” ’

Azhrarn was standing some way off. The wings of his cloak 
beat slowly, and the stars hung in its threads or feathers.

“Where I shall feast presently,” said Azhrarn, “black roses 
are woven in the garlands. Enlighten them therefore in your 
childhood’s land: the black rose blooms. No longer believe in 
the black rose.”

And having told him that, Azhrarn vanished and only a dark 
and flaming cloud was there, which sank at once into the earth.

Now at long last, Zhoreb’s band started up and ran about in 
dismay. But Zhoreb sat where he was and fed three twigs into 
the fire.

“Zhoreb – what shall we do?”
“There is nothing to be done. Demons exist.” And then 

Zhoreb smiled and added under his breath, “Therefore we need 
not believe in them.”

Jalasil, having gazed long through moonlit tourmaline, lay 
sleeping in the burning morning.

The elderly woman who was now her body-servant, entered 
and, beginning to arrange her mistress’s toilette, announced, 
“My little sister, going to get water at the fountain, found a com-
pany of young apostles in the oasis.”

“They are welcome,” said Jalasil, listlessly, for she had expe-
rienced strange dreams at sunrise.


