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      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.


      




Epigraph


“The moon is a mask”


Tanith Lee, The Book of the Dead





Part One





1


The blinds, which were down, filled the room with the yellow colour of the inside of a peach. Within this globe of yellow the man and woman wove about each other like two naked icons of amber.


It was the height of the day. Outside, above a familiar hubbub, the bodiless voice uncoiled from a minaret, calling the Faithful to prayer.


Marjannah’s black hair hung over the side of the bed in three sliding ropes. Her arms, flung backward, clenched the tawny pillows, and her mouth, mulberry in the light, parted on a low scream. Her slender legs locked the back of her partner, and her anklets of thin gold clicked together.


Daniel Vehmund rode her body, making upon it the immemorial stabbing motions of the sexual act. His hips were narrow and hard, smooth – like his back – as ivory, and from his frantic head the hair rained golden as the aura of the room.


Marjannah cried again and arched her pelvis upward.


Disturbed by mysterious carnal currents, or some breath of air through the lattice, little bells rang on a slender chain. And, in a cage, a topaz bird let out a chirp.


“Kill me,” said Marjannah.


Her arms poured from the pillows to clutch the assassin’s back. She uttered two wild and sobbing shrieks that each pierced all other sound, soared, and sank to nothing. Gasping, Daniel hung above her, then sank on her motionless body.


“Death,” said Marjannah. “My beloved.”


They lay still for perhaps fifteen seconds, and then Daniel eased away from her and turned on to his spine.


Marjannah sighed.


“For those moments you are mine,” she said.


Daniel smiled. For those moments, it seemed to him, he was no one’s, not even his own, but possessed solely by the demon of pleasure, a blind spasming thing of fires.


Marjannah stroked Daniel’s hair, cheekbones; and the bird in the cage began to trill, fluttering on its perch.


“I shall have the girl fetch us coffee and sweetmeats.”


“Not today, Marjannah.”


“Can you be this heartless as to leave me so early?”


“There’s someone I have to meet.”


“You lie to me. You do not wish to stay with me.”


That was true. “It would be Paradise on earth to stay with you. But God makes us perform our duty.”


“You have no duty.”


“Yes. I expect a man with a letter from my mother.”


“I do not believe in your mother.”


“I have one.”


Marjannah rose from the bed and stretched her beautiful body, her hair rippling and her anklets clacking.


Daniel watched her in a silent holy appreciation of her splendour, which in no sort would retain him further that day.


In acknowledgement, the girl put on her embroidered robe, and touching the tassels of the blinds, let them up.


Parched light burst in. Certain shabbinesses of the room were revealed: torn threads, a mouse-hole. The topaz bird had turned to a virtuous white, and it strutted up and down.


Daniel rose. As he dressed himself in his under-linen, shirt and breeches, he glimpsed outside the close-hung roofs which scaled, like counters, to the market of the sukh. Across the sukh, far away, tall slender towers arose with teardrop domes of coloured mosaic.


He was not happy exactly, but the thought of the probable letter excited him. He knew that when he had read it, a descent would come, as if from strong wine. He would be filled with yearnings, rage and hatred. But these he held at bay. He had given way to great anger once before, and that had brought him here, to this strange exotic environment of brilliant dyes and alien sounds, its smells of spice and vice, its ornamental women, and surges of a religion that to the cold churches of his earlier youth was like a blast of burning.


“Shall I see my lord after the sun sets?” asked Marjannah, with what he took for the humility of her false repertoire. Doubtless she would put him from her mind as soon as he was gone.


“No, sweetheart. Not tonight.”


“Alas.” But she smiled.


Perhaps she would entertain, instead, the rich Turk who courted her. Daniel did not much care. Marjannah was a spirit of the exotic environment.


He took a fruit from a pottery dish and went out of the room. “Farewell,” she said. In the corridor he saw the “girl” – the old servant woman – in her cubicle, preparing thick sweet coffee. She grunted, but did not speak to him.


On the outer stairs, where sometimes the prostitutes brought their customers by night, were broken flowers and sun, and the tang of urine. He passed the vacant room of the porter known as the Black Giant.


The great heat had waited.


He passed along an alley of brown shadows, over which fig trees hung their waxen bulbs. A concertina of narrow steps ran down between the walls, which almost touched, overhung by a vase of red roses on a balcony. High up floated rags to dry, and then the dried sky, which looked less blue than indigo.


Daniel Vehmund moved out into the sukh, under its crimson and ochre hangings. Today the market seemed full of camels. They trod between the stalls at the midst of an open square, stinking and proud, accoutred like brides. The man with the letter would not have come with a caravan from the mountains, but up from the port. He was to be found where the agent always sent them, at the French Inn on the edge of the sukh’s southmost quarter.


The crowd was, as ever, mostly heavy and idle. Daniel pushed his way through. There were no women but those of the lowest sort, beneath modesty, servants or slaves. Once or twice one saw a carrying-chair borne through, its veiled entrance strung with beads, smelling of jasmine and musk.


A man flung five daggers in the air, flashing, catching them by their hilts. The usual snake-charmer was at the turning of the booths, by the doll-makers. The serpent swayed from the pitcher, sinisterly following the motion of the pipe. Beyond, the dolls were giving a puppet-show, and Daniel paused to watch a turbaned warrior embattled with a jinn. The warrior whacked with his crescent sword, and the jinn collapsed in a clashing of copper discs: the battle of good with evil was always easily solved in stories. But the crowd cheered and clapped.


Across the layers of the sukh, a wall of the inn was growing visible, its sign of a ship, European and incongruous, above the stars and blades and magical tokens of the market.


Daniel eased through a knot of hagglers and stepped around a gambling party on the ground. He was by now accustomed to the occasional exclamation or pointing of fingers. Fair northern skin was not unknown here, but his blond hair elicited comment, and his eyes had sometimes caused a little trouble. The Evil Eye was feared by ignorant and wise alike, it seemed, and any uncommon thing concerning the eye might denote it. Daniel’s eyes were of an odd colour, tawny like washed brass. Hazel, his mother had called them.


A tall man in a dark robe stood in a little space, looking fixedly at Daniel.


Before the man was a board, and on it three earthen cups. A few of the idlers stood about, to see the ancient trick performed, but none willing to bet on where the object, to be hidden beneath one cup, would next appear.


The man had a long and bony face, pockmarked and sallow. His head was wound in a faded white cloth. He beckoned to Daniel peremptorily.


Daniel would have walked on, but a fellow in the crowd, perhaps the man’s accomplice, took his arm and urged him suddenly forward, “Come, come.”


Daniel shook him off. “No.”


The pockmarked man had produced something which shone and flashed, as the knives had done. A jewel of glass most probably. He slipped it under the central cup, and moved the vessels rhythmically about over the table, circling each other, finding new places.


When the cups stopped moving, the idlers laughed. No one would guess where the object now lay, certain that it would not lie where it seemed to, for at this trick, old as antique Greece, the bystander was always wrong.


Daniel shrugged and walked off across the sukh. The fellow did not snatch at him again.


Hungry dogs clustered at the foot of the French Inn and, even as Daniel approached, someone kicked them away, a drunkard come out into the air, who hailed Daniel like a long-lost brother. Daniel manoeuvred by him, and entered the pungent darkness of the tavern.


At once a kind of fear dropped over Daniel. He knew it, and paid it no heed. He reached the counter and addressed the one-eyed man. “A sailor from the Algerac? Is he here?”


“Over there, Monsieur. The bearded one in the corner.”


Daniel proceeded through the gloom, jostled by rough shoulders now, and the languages of three or four nations. He got to the table, and sat down facing the bearded sailor.


“You have a letter for me?”


“You are to give your name,” said the sailor.


“Vehmund.”


“I have a letter for Vehmund.”


The dirty fingers went into the dirty coat, and came out bearing a sealed paper. Thus it had travelled, this thing from his mother, in God knew what makeshift and filthy resting places, gripped and passed by what foul and feckless paws. A wonder it had reached him.


Daniel held out his hand.


“You are to pay me.”


“The letter first.”


The sailor grunted, gave up the letter, then took the fistful of sous.


“You aren’t generous, Monsieur Vehmund.”


“I gave you what you were promised.”


How many times this, or like, dialogue?


The sailor slurped his vinegary wine, and turned away to look at the women displayed on the gallery. One, an Arab girl with a fringed shawl and black kohl eyes, drew his attention. He got up sullenly and sidled off.


Daniel broke the seal of the letter. His hands shook and, after all, he did not want to read it, to begin again … to go back. But the closely written, educated lines were already before him. My dearest … Sometimes the handwriting was altered, girlish and not her own, as if she were too tired and had called another to form the letter for her – but who was there to call on?


A wave of sorrow poured through his body, numbing his limbs. She wrote in so ordinary a way, as if nothing were amiss. News of the farm, which his brother was managing, of the seasons, the winter lambs, a spring storm. As if he must pine for all this, which in any case was not properly known to him. He had come back to her that first time a stranger, as it seemed she had meant him to. He remembered how he had seen her at the doorway of the house, milk-white in her pale gown, and her hair turned grey. A madonna of smoke.


And after the words of the farm, her truths and lies about herself. “I am quite well these days, and Janet and I have been baking, up to our chins in flour. All the cats have had their kittens, and we are overrun with cats worse than the mice. I let them sleep their sleeps on my bed now, if they want.” By that message alone assuring him of the vast change which he had wrought, striking off her shackles—and at the thought his heart beat, almost choking him. He pushed memory away, and read of the small things of the farm, and so came to the glimpsed soul of the letter. “I miss you so, more with every day. But I am content to miss you as long as you prosper. Write to me soon and tell me everything. Is there money enough still, and does your employer grant you a better wage? Is your health good?” And then, “I fear you must stay away some months longer, to assure your success.”


What had it cost her to pen these words? To couch the fact in such general and evasive terms?


Some months … It was a year since he had left her; they had known he must be absent at least so long, and much more. For his brother, though a brute, was not quite a fool. But she was safe from the brute, it seemed; she had promised to tell him if otherwise. Would she keep her promise? How many aeons had gone by, his childhood, his years at the city school, when she had hidden everything, and he, conniving, had not seen it.


In the hot and shadowy inn he read her farewells to him, and the letter was over, ended.


A boy glided to his table, knowing infallibly the moment.


“Urak.”


The boy slid away, and returned instants later with the misleadingly small jug of spirit and the deceptive little glass.


Daniel Vehmund drank the liquor, and a terrible darkness, deeper, steeper than the shadow of the inn, enclosed him. No longer a creature of sunlight with his pastel tan and golden hair and eyes, but black as night in that corner the sailor had vacated for the quim of the Arab girl.


And the inn drew off and left him in his darker darkness.


When he had finished the jug he turned it, as was traditional here, mouth down on the table, got up and left the tavern. He was steady enough; the drunkenness of the urak had sent him only inwards to the core of an unbearable pain which, at this time, he must always touch in order to resist it.


Remote now the clustering sukh, its notes and smells.


The man in the faded turban had remained at his table. His crowd had drifted off, yet still he moved the vessels over and about each other. Daniel stopped to watch him, and a sourceless fascination held him there. Hypnotically the cups moved, as the snake to the charmer’s music. Where was the glass jewel?


The cups ceased their motion. The pockmarked man looked up and met Daniel’s gaze with his own black eyes. Daniel shook his head.


The man turned up the cups one by one. Nothing lay under any of them.


The sukh, pressing on every side, seemed distant, a mile off. But this man was close, and the board empty.


Then the pockmarked man opened his lips and out ran his tongue. It was grey and horrible, like the tongue of some lizard. And on the tongue, a water-drop on a diseased petal, rested the jewel of glass. It gave off one huge spark, like lightning. It was pure and cold, more real than anything, the sukh, the sky, the earth or air.


“By Christ, a diamond,” Daniel Vehmund said.


The tongue, lizard-like, snapped back, and the jewel vanished.


The man waited, mysteriously.


“What do you want?” Daniel said.


The man, the jewel pent in his mouth, jerked his head and, raising his hand, beckoned Daniel forward, as if he knew him and was his guide.


Daniel reached into his coat, drew out a coin worth more than he had paid for the letter, and tossed it against the empty cups. “A clever trick.”


He walked away quickly, through the unreal sukh. The image of the diamond did not leave him. It was printed like a blot of darkness on the day – a blot of white fire within his lids.


Afternoon was spent in the orange grove of Surim Bey’s courtyard. At his desk beneath the awning, Daniel copied out, in fair flowery English and fancier French, his employer’s letters to various foreign merchants of the region. He was the secretary of Surim Bey, who paid him his wages, the money on which he subsisted. A fat coffee-coloured man of middle years, with bright sloe eyes, Surim Bey was not often in person seen by Daniel.


But, on this afternoon, Surim Bey came swimming down into the courtyard from the pavilion above on the roof. He wore his white house robes, a scarlet cap, and Moorish shoes thickly embroidered. His tread was soft as his voice.


“My young secretary at his work. Turning my ugly words into pretty phrases.”


“Sir,” said Daniel, shortly. He had refused from the first to offer him the honorific of Lord.


“Continue, continue,” said Surim Bey, and crossed the shady square beneath the awning, to sit down on a divan. To this a slave presently crawled and tendered sweets and sherbet.


Daniel Vehmund went on writing.


Surim Bey watched him with his deceptively languid, glittering eyes. Daniel intrigued him, and though the infidel was rather too old for Surim Bey’s sexual taste, he had drawn out inventiveness. It was the goldenness of Daniel’s youth which attracted his master’s attention. Surim Bey had been moved, now and then, on other afternoons, to experiment upon Daniel. Sometimes the experiments were so slight as to go unnoticed. Yet on one occasion a naked girl, her face veiled, had crossed the courtyard between the pots of orange trees reflecting in the fish-tank. And, on another a half-tame cheetah had sprung down from a window of the first storey. To both these apparitions, girl and cat, Daniel had given only half a look. He knew the extent of his master’s power, accorded these visions the label of his master’s ownership, and left them alone. The cheetah had indeed come to his writing table (the girl had not), and Daniel had gone on with his work. He showed no fear, as he had shown neither lust nor shame at the girl’s nudity. Surim Bey had observed avidly from an upper room, through the lens of a magnifying emerald. But in its green scope the cheetah only trotted away and the girl slunk through an arch, and Daniel was left pristine as a shell upon a shore.


Today the experimenter had another means to hand.


As Daniel finished with the letters, leaving them neatly stacked, Surim Bey called to him gently.


“Come, sit here. I will reward your labours with a piece of this divine lacum.”


“I don’t eat such sweets,” said Daniel, standing before him.


Surim Bey was enchanted by Daniel’s beauty, and by his otherness. If only he had been eleven or twelve, or a little younger, a slave from the markets. But Daniel was free, a man, and marked with a cicatrice of darkness. God in His omniscience knew what it was, this shadow. On some afternoons it stood black as a demon at his shoulder. As now.


“No, you must not displease me. Sit here. Let me tell you something of the nature of this sweet you so despise.”


Daniel was the man’s servant. He sat, neither close to nor far off from Surim Bey, and waited.


Surim Bey drew a sacred sign in the air, gracefully, and on his fat hand the metal rings smouldered.


“There was a sultan whose favourite had betrayed him. He slew her and her paramour. But then, in his grief, he would eat no food. He faded, growing thinner by the day. The grand vizier brought to the palace courts a sweet-maker of great renown. ‘Make a sweet to tempt the mouth of the sultan. If you succeed your fortune is assured. If you fail, it is the axe for you.’ The sweet-maker hurried home in terrible fear. That night an angel visited him, and gave to him the skin of a virgin bull written with script of gold. It described the recipe for a sweet never before devised or dreamed of. The sweet-maker set to work, and before the sun rose he had concocted a lacum so lush that he himself trembled. It was borne to the palace and offered to the sultan, who at its smell could not resist. And so delicious was the sweet that the blood came back to his heart and his joy in life returned to him. He grew well and prospered for a hundred years. And this, my dear Daniel Vehmund, is the story of the lacum which you spurn, a delight invented in Paradise.”


“He would have done better to have spared the woman,” said Daniel, coldly.


“Woman? Which woman?”


“The favourite who preferred another man.”


“Oh, hush,” said Surim Bey, easily. “You are uncouth, you Europeans. Cruelty, too, has its loveliness. That is not the point of the tale.”


Daniel said nothing, then he said, “Your story, sir, doesn’t make me want to eat the sweet.”


Surim Bey reached out and chose from the platter one of the tinted sugary pieces of the lacum. He savoured it. At last he swallowed it.


“I have told you a legend, however. Now you must tell me in return some extraordinary thing.”


Daniel said, “Today I saw a diamond in the sukh.”


“That is indeed extraordinary. It was not a diamond. To find such jewels you must attend the shops behind the Street of Silk. Or is this a riddle? You saw the diamond upon the person of some rich man conducted by his slaves?”


“I saw it on the tongue of a trickster moving three cups about on a board.”


Surim Bey brooded. “That is very strange. It cannot then have been a diamond. Would you know a diamond? Have you seen them often?”


“Only in books.”


“Glass. It was glass. Or quartz perhaps.”


“Not so extraordinary then.”


“No, you have interested me. Let me tell you something else about this lacum. Into it are mixed a few flakes of other stuff. It will surprise you.”


“Opium.”


“Not at all. A hashish so fine it is called Kindness.”


Daniel said, “What would I gain from eating it?”


“What did you gain from the urak your eyes tell me you have been drinking? To know yourself, perhaps. Or some other thing. Whether or not you saw a diamond.”


Daniel took a piece of the lacum. He ate it slowly, indifferently. Surim Bey smiled and watched him. The fat man’s sensual pleasure, in this case, came all from looking, observing.


No change, however, appeared to take place in Daniel. He seemed only a little sullen.


From the minarets up in the sky the unhuman voice began to call to prayer.


“I must go in to God,” said Surim Bey, standing up in one flowing movement. “And you to your retreat, my lion.”


“Shall I come tomorrow?”


“Yes, there will be letters from three cities I will have you read to me.”


Daniel nodded. As he rose in turn, the courtyard swelled a little, as if it breathed. There was no other thing.


Outside the walls of Surim Bey’s house, beyond its door that had on it in bronze a manticore, a man-headed leopard with a scorpion’s tail, the narrow streets were now flecked and flickered by approaching sunset.


Porters hurried with their burdens, beneath prayer as the lowly women were beneath shame. In yards, and spaces about a stone well perhaps, with a single palm tree, others had bowed down.


In the sukh, when he came to it, the devout prayed and the ordinary did not. The sun was a flattened golden blaze behind the distant towers.


Daniel walked to the place where the man had played with the three cups. But he was gone, all trace of him brushed away, for now a dark astrologer’s booth was there, set up for the night.


It was the diamond Daniel wanted, to see it again and maybe to touch. A crystal of pain, so clear and hard, a tear of agonized fury pushed from the earth like pus from a wound. Why, Daniel did not know. But for how long his emotions had been mysterious, and ruled him. He gave way to them, controlling only their outer show in order to protect himself from others. There had come that moment, in the cold land he had left, that moment when he had crossed over from reality to sin, and so to feeling. The moment when he had grasped the neck of the man between his hands, and rage had given him the strength to crush the life from him, so that as he crushed he beat the shaggy filthy head against the stone mantel of the fireplace in a sort of searing joy. Then, and since then, in a kind of dream, Daniel Vehmund wandered the world. He saw on his flight and in his hiding these sights which on the normal path he never would have; and he lived in a manner different and unusual. And he was altered. He had relinquished or become himself in a way few creatures can or would desire to. And this also he knew, remotely.


And now, in this marketplace of the alien East where he inhabited, a source of intriguement and appeal for others, he wanted the diamond as a child wants a star, with all the profound need of a man.


It was as if the stone were his. It was as if the stone were animate.


So now he cast about him, turning his head a little.


The sun was slipping away. The sky above darkened and lifted to an incredible height, in which planets and suns hung on their invisible cords.


A boy in rags came from the astrologer’s booth to light a torch upon a post.


Daniel turned through the market and away into the side streets that ran down towards the port. The flowers of the hashish called Kindness had opened inside his brain. The opening revealed to him his great lust for the diamond which perhaps was glass, and guided him towards it, down into dangerous quarters, the warrens of one-roomed houses plastered together from the mud, like termite mounds.


All true light but that of the tiny white planets and suns overhead died behind him. Now and then a trickle of light that was not light, but murky yellow as oil, spilled from some crack or crevice. Or a window, dull russet like a brick, appeared on the black above in a lattice of bars. The rats scurried. Men scurried from doorway to doorway. In the gutter lay the corpse of a dog vitreous with flies. A great ghostly moth quivered on a wall.


Suddenly, between the dome of sky and the termite mounds, a gap showed the pale blade of the sea, acres below, behind an ancient wall. Against the wall the hovels and cells cluttered, clambering over each other, the slits of doors above the slashes of windows. No light at all was exuded from this place, and no sound but the whine of night insects, and from somewhere a terrible rhythmic clatter like pots smitten on each other.


Daniel felt himself confused and lost. Then the germ of the hashish cleared again a road for him.


A hole stared from the jumble of the hard mud.


He went to it, and atoms fled into the darkness either side. Putting out his hand he felt a wooden door, which at his thrust gave way. Bending his head, he stepped into a cave all full of eyes which watched him, as Marjannah and Surim Bey watched him, crouching for purchase on shelves of the dark air.


Then a lamp was lit at the back of the cave, and he saw the man who had played with the cups in the sukh, sitting there on the ground, behind the lamp, watching him also, and the hundred other eyes took fire.


The room was full of objects piled on each other, old brown parchments and tarnished skins, even perhaps of virgin bulls with golden script … There were chests and caskets that winked and blinked. And everywhere mummified cats, stacked in their wound wrappings, gazed down from lapis eyes and eyes of green glass paste.


It was a treasury in the hovel. There were rich things there and awful things.


But the pockmarked man sat behind his lamp, and he beckoned again, as he had in the sukh.


Daniel did not inquire what the man wanted. It was what he, Daniel, wanted, now.


He went across the room and sat down facing the man, so the lamp shone between them.


The man filled two stone cups from a leather bottle. He passed one cup to Daniel, and the flame burned red through his hand above the lamp. “Urak.”


“Perhaps you’ve poisoned it.” Daniel thought of his body picked clean; his hair and teeth, his bones, taken away for use; and his flayed skin hung for the making of a book.


“You are my guest. You are welcome to my house. I must treat you as I would treat my son. That is the Law.”


“Is there Law here?”


“Everywhere.”


“But your Law isn’t mine,” Daniel said.


“God is forgiving. At the last you have only to tell Him you were mistaken, and to speak His true name, and He will receive you.”


Daniel tested the urak on his tongue. It tasted of fire and earth. It seemed innocent, and surely, at this moment, he would know otherwise. He drank the mouthful of spirit down, and something clinked against the inside of the stone cup. He looked into it. The drink shone black, and he could see nothing.


“It is there,” said the pockmarked man.


Daniel put his fingers into the cup and something hard and tense was there against them. He drew it out, and it came from the drink’s blackness like a white orb from cloud. The lamp struck on it. It flashed. He held the diamond in his hand.


Daniel set down the cup and wiped the jewel on his sleeve.


It was oval in shape, about the largeness of a pigeon’s egg. Faceted, it gleamed and glared, holding the lamp within itself over and over. A glimmer of greenness, like a ripple on an English lake, moved through the colourless intensity. And it was faintly flawed: a shadow, in the depths of its brilliance, coming and going. Not real. It was a shape of some special quartz – or some silicate ember carefully cut and burnished to this luminance.


It had imbued the urak he had drunk.


He held the jewel like a lightning bolt.


“A clever toy,” he said, as he had complimented the trick in the market.


“No, it is a stone old almost as creation.” The man folded his hands. “I shall tell you where I found it.”


“Another story,” said Daniel.


“I am a robber of tombs,” said the man quietly. “I am under the curse of death many times. These curses eat me piece by piece, yet still I live. I fear nothing now, not even fear itself.”


“Glass or quartz,” said Daniel. He drank more of the urak, and felt the flower of the hashish dying in his brain.


“A diamond forced up from the gut of the earth, discovered in darkness, struck free when your race was young and mine not much older.” The man bowed his head. “It was an old tomb, and in it were golden grave goods. A bane was written on the doorway, and I held my breath in case the dust there was venomous. In the inner chamber the corpse lay in his painted box, with the husks of old marigolds upon it. He wore a diadem of pearls, but in his bowel, which had rotted away, yes lodged in the blind worm of his anus, there I found it.”


“And where was this?” Daniel asked, holding the jewel lightly, carelessly.


“In a land of rocks and carved temples. Perhaps he had been a king.”


Inside the jewel the shadow had a form as it came and went. Long and low, something on four legs, some beast.


“If your story were true,” said Daniel.


“It is true. More true than life, or Now. The present is never real. Only the past. Sometimes the future.”


“Here,” Daniel said, and he held out the silicate or quartz or glass for the man to take.


The man said, “It is called The Wolf, for the image some see in it. Do you see it?”


“No.”


From the ceiling of the hovel, which seemed disproportionately high, mummified bats depended, and a vulture-thing with a golden head. On a parchment caught by the lamp’s glow were the signs of the zodiac over the strand, perhaps, of India.


Daniel pushed the diamond at the pockmarked man. Who turned his hand aside.


“It is yours,” the man said.


“I won’t buy it.”


“Sometimes it is bought – but it is not to be bought. It is yours.”


“Then I don’t want it.”


Daniel put the diamond called Wolf down beside the lamp. The flame in the lamp fluttered, sank, rose again. He felt very sick, chilled and cramped, as if one of the evil fevers of the port were fastening on him.


The man did not look up as Daniel got to his feet.


The room lurched, and all the dead cats watched; and far off the ghastly rattle of crocks beaten against each other went on and on.


“Take it,” said the man, “for the love of God, I entreat you.”


Daniel found the door and went out into the dirt streets of the termite hills.


A half moon shone on the scimitar of the sea. Its light pulled on his eyes like thin chains, and, leaning on a corner of a mud house, he vomited fire into the darkness. It was the rattling of the pots which made him sick, if only it would stop. He blundered upon them, a line of broken vessels tied up and cracking together in the wind, amulets against some jinn. He stumbled in circles, and a woman like death plucked on his sleeve. “Come to my house. I will tend you—” And later three skeletal dogs followed him along a lane of rubbish.


Then he saw again on a wall the moth, or another, and, turning out of the alleys of the warren, passed a courtyard with lemon trees and the music of a five-stringed lute.


Daniel climbed up to his lodging and lay down on the bed while the room tipped like a boat.


He saw his mother sitting upright in a chair, with the line of red blood coming from her nostril; and on the table, like a tear of the moon, lay the diamond, pulsing and green, and the beast ran inside it all through the night, lifting its head at the voice from the tower that called to prayer.


The next day, soon after sunrise, Marjannah came with the Black Giant, and bent over him in a ray of light that might only have been the sun. She told Daniel nonsensically that the fortune-teller had revealed his sickness by the tracks of the little snake in the sand. The Black Giant raised Daniel in his arms and carried him in a blanket through the early streets, to the room of saffron blinds.


For two days, and their dark halves of nights, the fever bore Daniel on. He was lucid and raved by turns. Even in his raving he heard his own words, and did not betray himself.


Marjannah had brought in a physician from the tenements, an old man who smelled pleasantly of perfume and anise, who touched him on the brow, heart and testicles, tenderly. Some medicine was prescribed and an incense burnt in a brazier beneath one of the windows. The incense made the bird drunk, and it sang all day and sometimes through the night. Its song seemed sweeter than a nightingale’s, or perhaps Daniel imagined this. Marjannah fed him milk soup and bits of fruit.


He was not grateful to Marjannah. He wished she had left him alone.


He dreamed he was suspended in a deep fissure in the ground, and the greenish diamond shone in on him. His body writhed and twisted like water in a channel. He dragged himself out on to the land in moonlight. It was a sandy place, but on the cliffs the tumuli of temples stood. He could not rise to his feet, but ran like a beast over the white sand. He knew, even in the dream, that the dream lied, that this fantasy was a cipher, not even the emblem of a reality. Then he woke each time on Marjannah’s bed, and Marjannah lay on the floor on a rug with one cushion under her head.


The first two days and nights the Black Giant, coming in from his portering, had carried Daniel to the latrine like a baby. But on the third day Daniel was a man again. He thanked the porter for his care and gave him some money. He thanked Marjannah. He would need to buy her a present.


She begged him not to go. She had sent a messenger to the house of Surim Bey to explain Daniel’s absence. He must stay and allow her to tend him.


Marjannah was a freed slave. She had belonged only to one man, who at his death had set her free. Daniel had, in his early days among these streets, seen her at her window. Her unveiled smiling face had told him all that was necessary and he had mounted the steps to her.


There had remained in Marjannah a slavishness. She longed to be the property again of one man, and tried her hardest to attach herself to Daniel Vehmund, his golden foreignness and difference. Then, again, the Turk would possess her if Daniel did not. The Turk would immure her inside marble screens and hang her closed apartment with roses.


Marjannah cajoled Daniel to remain, and next tempted him to sex. He told her he was not yet fit enough. She said that if he was not fit enough for congress, he was not fit to go alone to his lodging. The old woman-girl put down a dish of spicy pastes and black bread. They ate together, and the voice called from the towers. Daniel thought of the pots clacking together in the wind of that windless night. Kindness had enabled him to find the pockmarked man; or had that only been another dream?


At last he escaped from the room of Marjannah and went to the house of Surim Bey. The master did not receive him, only the bespectacled indigenous secretary, who heard Daniel’s reading of the important letters and wrote on his tablet accordingly.


Daniel wandered to a well in the sukh, and watched the men watering their camels and mules, and the covert women who came with pitchers. The fever had left upon him a deep depression. He saw no purpose in existence, the meaningless scrambling on the game-board of Fate.


Daniel’s lodging lay east of the sukh. Here reared a crowd of tall yellow houses, packed with humanity: the artisans, musicians and petty shop-keepers of the quarter. There was seldom peace, even by night, squabbling and work being constant, the clink of hammer upon metal or cobbled leather, the gambling, the tuning of instruments, thin warbles of song, and shrill bawling of angry women. Beneath his high window two goats were housed in the courtyard under the vine, and some chickens scratched busily. The cock crew at dawn, and at other times when it decided.


As he approached this place through the slender network of streets, Daniel remembered the farmhouse of his childhood, the sounds of boots on winter mornings, and the tufts of sheep on grey-green hills. With tired astonishment, he felt no call upon him from the past; and yet it was true, as the man had said in the hovel, that only the present was unreal. Not until this place too had gone into the past would it gain credibility. For now it was a mirage.


The sun set as he came into the last street, which turned first a deep red and then an immaterial colour like cinders. Overhead the higher storeys leaned, and the old arch with the great stone jar, battered and riven, set at its foot.


He climbed a stair again and got into the upper half of the house.


Daniel reached his room, to which there was no lock, and went inside. A meagre grudging chamber awaited him, well-known now and of no interest ever. He had brought nothing away with him to harbour here. The bed, merely a pallet on the floor, a stool, a jug kept for water by the window … and something new. Something unforeseen and peculiar. It sat in the shadow beside the window, before the box with his clothing, under the broken mirror.


Daniel approached. Pockmarked as a moon, the face unseamed from the shadow, and the eyes looking at him. The dirty cloth still wrapped up the head, but from the parted lips a rusty blackness had poured down into the dark garment. There is generally no mistaking the face of death. And Daniel had seen it before.


He knelt beside the dead man and found that his throat had been sliced and his tongue cut out. On the palm of each of the hands, which rested open on the floor, an eye had been drawn in blood.


The corpse was terrifying and also mystical as it sat there by the nightfall of the window.


To Daniel, momentarily stunned, there came a truth.


The robber of tombs had in turn found his lodging and visited here to press on him again the diamond. But a thief had also been deceived by the glint of the jewel, and following, he had come in and slain the man, so taking the gem away with him.


A wild panic assailed Daniel. He fought it down. It was nothing to do with the dead thing, but only with the abduction of the jewel. And the jewel was not his. Even had it been genuine, what would he have cared for it? He did not understand the concept of riches; they meant nothing. Yet it was as if, in stealing the diamond, the thief had stolen also some part of Daniel Vehmund, some insubstantial vital element, nameless, inexplicable, and precious.


Daniel straightened.


The corpse must be removed from this room. Plainly the drawing on the palms was the sigil of some guild of thieves, claiming the murder for a particular source. It might therefore be possible simply to thrust the body into the alley: the sigil of the eye would send suspicion to the proper area – though there would be no hue and cry. The dead man had no status.


Daniel’s mind was empty, though jumbled by fragments of thought.


Night filled the top of the window and in the court the goats shifted, creatures of Satan. Otherwise an odd silence had dropped over the quarter.


Daniel leant once more to the dead man and pulled him up against the slot of the window. It would be awkward but not impossible to throw him out like garbage or excrement, outside the yard and over the wall.


The limp stem of the broken throat swivelled and the dead head rested on Daniel’s shoulder. The dead lips twitched as if they would speak. Had he concealed the diamond in his mouth, as in the market – and was this the reason for the brutal act of cutting out the missing tongue? The buried king had swallowed the diamond whole, it had closed his bowel, maybe killing him.


Daniel heaved up the corpse, swung it over, out, and let it go. A black lozenge falling through air, it slid by the vine with only a rustle of leaves, and down beyond the outer wall. Affrighted by its passage, the goats bleated stridently, and ran across the enclosure. Daniel shuddered, and pressed his face a moment against the warm plaster. Then he poured water from the jug and washed his hands.


There would come eventually a complaint, as passagers in the alleyway stumbled on the dead. Perhaps they would not bother with it. Offended by its stench, someone on the ground floor would at last deliver it up for burial.


Daniel paced the room, trying to cast off the spell of fear that was on him. He had no feeling for the man whose blood had been spilled in this room. He thought of the man he had slaughtered with his own hands, the big bulk lying across the stone hearth. There had been no blood spilt then, and now no blood had smeared his room, the trickster’s robe had absorbed it.


Daniel knelt on the floor.


“Our Father, which art in heaven.”


He prayed frankly, like a child, not understanding the words but allowing them to calm him with their magic.


Below, the cobbler began to work with nails, and a wife chanted at her pots. The goats had ceased bleating. Blackness spread over the court and the alley.


The manticore burned on the door of Surim Bey, for a lamp was lighted nightly above it.


Daniel stared at the beast as he waited for the porter to answer his knocks.


“This is not your time,” the porter admonished Daniel.


“Let me in.”


“He is occupied,” said the porter.


“Yes, he is with his boys. Let me in anyway.”


The door was unbarred and unlocked, and Daniel moved into the foyer of the house. Beyond the arches the lamplit courtyard lay peacefully about its little pool of golden fish.


A man came, seemed to think some urgent business had brought Daniel, bowed low, and went above.


Presently Surim Bey stepped down the stair and across the court. He wore a wide white robe embroidered with purple iris, and in the wing of either arm came a honey boy, clean and sweet, both composed and coy before Daniel’s gaze.


“I await your command,” said Surim Bey, not enraged, only dulcetly perplexed.


“I’m sorry to call on you at night.”


“Yes, night is the season of songs. But you are not here to sing.”


“To ask your help.”


“My help?” Surim Bey enlarged his sloe eyes, about which the kohl made a black ribbon. One of the children giggled. And Surim Bey murmured, “Hush. We are in the presence of Destiny.”


Daniel said, “There was death in my room.”


Surim Bey opened his arms and the two boys uncoiled from his sleeves. “Away,” he said, and they skipped off into the darkness like sprites, laughing, careless as gazelles.


Daniel stood beside the pool. The fish came and went on the rim of his eye, catching the light of the lamps and of the distant stars.


“Death?” said Surim Bey.


“A dead man. The man I told you of, from the sukh.”


“The man with the diamond of glass.”


“It must have been real. One other thought so.”


“Who is that?”


“The thief who followed and killed him under my window.”


Surim Bey looked upon the stars.


“And what has become of the body of the dead?”


“It lies in the alley. His hands bear the mark of an eye done in blood. The trademark of some band of cutthroats?”


Surim Bey shook his head slowly, as if beneath water not night.


“No, that is not the mark of the murderer, but a protection set by him. The eye is to distract the eyes of those who come to see; that is all.”


“There’s no reason any should connect the corpse to me.”


“I trust not,” said Surim Bey. “I should not like you to come to me with the jackals of the guard on your heels. What then do you want of me?”


“The diamond,” said Daniel. “Shouldn’t you like to look at it?”


“Yes. As much now as I should like to look on the Gardens of Paradise.”


“The man had brought the jewel to me, and the thief took it.”


“You wish that I should use my powers of influence to locate this thief, subtract from him the jewel, and offer it again to you. But you know that if it is such a wonder as it seems, I shall keep it. It will be my prize.”


“You won’t keep the jewel,” said Daniel. “The jewel carries a curse. I know that you avoid such things.”


“Why then should I trouble myself?”


“In case I’m mistaken, or I lie. Only when you have the jewel, will you know its properties.”


“Has it a name?” said Surim Bey.


“That man called it The Wolf.”


“It is unknown to me,” said Surim Bey, “but I do not like its name.”


“In size it’s only a little smaller than a hen’s egg, cut and polished, with a greenish aura. There’s a flaw in the lower part resembling an animal, a dog or wolf, and so the name.”


“Nor do I care for the description. Green as a jealous moon, having a beast trapped in it.”


“From the tomb of a king.”


“It will have come from Sind.”


“Or from space,” said Daniel, “like a levin bolt.”


“Are you drunk?” asked Surim Bey. He came closer to Daniel and peered into his eyes. “No, this is not urak. Never have you spoken in such a way. The jewel has ensorcelled you.”


“Yes,” Daniel said.


“Tell me that you do not wish me to find the jewel. That will be better.”


“Perhaps I can find it myself. Tell where I can purchase Kindness.”


Surim Bey laughed scornfully, as if he sang. “That is not for you. I will do my best for you. Go from me now, and never disturb me in such a manner again. Do you understand?”


Daniel nodded. His face was savage as an angel’s and Surim Bey watched him cross the court, the unquiet, nervous tread, and made in the air a warding sign. With such steps and faces of angels, men hastened to death or love.


Surim Bey spoke some words of the Law, and doused a lamp which hung above the fish-tank. Then he ascended slowly again into his room of joy, which promised no love but certainly a type of death.


He dreamed he was in a forest, like the thick woods above the farm, but very black, silent. Among the trees he came upon the dead man he himself had killed, and on his breast sat a black wolf, which licked at his neck. Blood began to flow and the wolf lapped it.


Daniel woke. He said aloud: “Something has happened.”


Something had happened – to him. But probably it was only the thing that had happened months ago, catching up to him. It had run after him all this way, over earth, over water.


He lay on his back and saw the stars set high up in the window. There were noises in the building, a tapping, creakings, and somewhere the rhythm of a potter’s lathe. Dogs howled and were still.


There was another noise he could not place, seemingly above the building, a faint drone of sound that slowly faded even as he distinguished it. Perhaps some strange wind from the mountains, or a semum off the plain.


He moved from the pallet over to the box, lit the candle he kept there, and took out his mother’s letters.


Perversely, appropriately, as he looked at them, he heard a woman begin to weep below in the tenements. It was a bitter music; and then the semum rose again, and faded again. And he sat reading the five papers, all that had come to him in his months of exile. And it seemed to him he had no home to which to return, and nowhere he might advance to, that he was lost like a cork bobbing on the sea.


But he recalled the diamond.


Surim Bey was sure to find it, for Surim Bey was cunning and powerful. Surim Bey however would cheat him of the jewel, for it was not cursed, was it – only odd.


Yet, if he should regain the diamond …


His brain cleared and he suddenly saw the gem translated into money, coins and notes, and that this bought safety and strength, and these were worth having. Might he not after all go back, if he had money?


Then he thought the diamond was not real.


He put the letters away, blew out the candle and lay down. As he entered sleep, which came surprisingly quickly, he heard the semum swirling above the roof.


Attended by the Black Giant, and veiled for the streets, Marjannah came again and drew Daniel to her saffron room. She wore a thin red silk, like henna, dappled with brass sequins, her robe of celebration.


There had been, for several days, no work at the house of Surim Bey. The bespectacled secretary had, every afternoon, politely sent him away. Surim Bey, who spoke but could not write the languages Daniel penned, was seldom so slack, and Daniel considered if he were being put off. His night visit to Surim Bey could have given just cause enough, for the fat man might forget but not forgive.


In Marjannah’s apartment the old woman served a banquet: portions of roast kid, olives and stuffed figs upon green palm leaves, and forbidden wine.


Daniel had bought a bracelet of glass flowers for Marjannah. She played with it happily.


“Why do we feast?”


“To mark your return,” she said, “my lord.”


He did not want to eat, but made love to her throughout the afternoon, until the light turned from yellow to bronze on all the walls. They lay in this bronzen exhaustion and he tried to find the means to tell her that he would be going from that place, from the place where she was, where she had been born and rooted like a plant. She could not move, but he would leave. A restlessness had grown on him, over the past scatter of days and nights. He wanted now to escape, as if from a prison, a jail of yellow rooms and courts with orange trees. He would give up the diamond to the fat man. He needed only to make some arrangement for letters. There was nothing else to keep him here.


“Tonight is a night of full moon,” she said. “A night of lovers.”


This was not so. It was the night of the new moon, or the moon’s darkness, which favoured lovers, and thieves. (The thief of the diamond had not been particular.)


He felt so restless, now that his desire was slaked, he could hardly bear to remain a moment longer. He told her the lie that he must work in the house of Surim Bey since he had been absent during the afternoon. She did not believe him, but she made no protest. Her sad eyes were full of the image of the Turk; Daniel could almost see him there in their black and white ovals.


He wandered the upper streets with their courts and gardens. In some parts beggars sat by the gates, waiting to be fed according to the Law. He descended to the sukh, and there the torches were being lit for the sun was down, although he could not remember its going, only the bronze walls growing pale, then blue. At the French Inn he bought urak, but it turned his stomach and he could not drink, as he had not been able to eat. It seemed to him the fever had come back on him.


The night was like glass.


He went down into the gut of the metropolis, down to where the mud houses were. It was suggested to him he was seeking the hovel of the robber of tombs, but surely by now it would be scoured empty, anything of value carted off; only the occupant’s personality had kept the scavengers at bay. There had been no clamour from the alley beneath the house, but the corpse was no longer there; Daniel had gone and seen as much. While he had lain in Marjannah’s arms and body, perhaps even then they had swept it up.
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