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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.







Nightshade


In 1974, DAW Books of America accepted my fantasy novel, THE BIRTHGRAVE, and liberated me into the world of professional writing.


I had already written three fantasies by then, with no eye to publication anywhere. They were the previously mentioned BIRTHGRAVE, and THE STORM LORD, and the SF novel DON’T BITE THE SUN.


Strangely, the moment I got my break into fantasy writing, I conceived the idea of the following book, NIGHTSHADE. I knew it would not be suitable for DAW, but couldn’t resist it. Although set ‘somewhere’ in the Mediterranean, and ‘sometime’ in the late Sixties (probably) it was and is what I would class as a contemporary novel.


But then again … It certainly has some exotic and wildly fantastic elements.


There is the Dionysos theme: this god, generally dismissed as the deity of wine – he is much more – has always intrigued me. The master of inner terrors and truths, the breaker of chains, his power passes through the freeing medium of drink, or any strong excitement, including madness.


There is, too, the character of the anti-heroine, Sovaz.


Elizabeth Taylor, surely one of the most beautiful women in the world, is proof that a beautiful human being may also possess great talent and character, and a fully operational soul. And yet I confess a fascination with those great beauties, male and female, who are, operationally, soulless. One glimpses them now and then, usually briefly. What, if there is no warmth, is making them tick? What, aside from beauty, has vampirized them? Some of this I have tried to investigate in the form of the pale, red-lipped icon of Sovaz.


ONE


It was seven o’clock; the sun was dying on the sea. The water, like the sky, was glazed by a smoky glare, which diluted at its edges before smashing itself delicately on the beach.


The house stood on the highest point of the cliff overhanging the bay, the shoreline, and the wide sea falling away before it into the mouth of the sunset, the levels of the city falling away behind into shadow.


The house was sealed from the city by a high wall, reminiscent of a jail, broken only by a pair of oriental wrought iron gates. The wall mostly shut off the elevation of the cliff, and the induced gardens which clothed it, yet a scent of roses, oleanders, peach and lemon trees filtered occasionally into the streets below. Rising from the gates, a hundred shallow stone steps, indented at their centres as if from age and great use, led in four tiers to the house. On each landing stood two marble columns with horses’ heads.


The house itself had a strange decaying look, the stucco of its balconies and arches purplish-brown as if steeped in incense, erupting into growths of vine and tamarisk.


The first lamps and neons were spangling across the city to the south. The polarized windows of the house, losing the stain of the sun, became black.


Sovaz stood at the window, telling the chain of pearls like a rosary, listening to the sounds that her husband made, putting on his clothes in the dressing room. Such immaculate, precise sounds: now the rustle of the linen shirt, now the icy clink of a cuff-link lifted from its onyx box. Presently he came into the room.


‘You aren’t dressed yet.’


‘No.’


‘It’s very dark in here.’


Kristian touched the discreet electric bell. The door opened almost at once and the black girl, Leah, crossed the room and let down the drapes of the three tall windows without a word. Light came obediently, spreading from the master switch at the touch of Kristian’s hand. Sovaz’ suite was mainly black, the lamps gold or green silk with crystal pendants on jade stands. A scented joss stick was burning in an antique bowl of bronze.


Sovaz glanced aside at Kristian in his perfect white dinner clothes, the little cold fires of emeralds winking on his cuffs. He was forty-eight: a very handsome man of excellent physique, his hair a rich blue-black which led women who had failed with him (most women) to suppose aloud that he had it dyed. His face was arrogant, remote. His eyes, a light but definite blue, seemed extraordinarily intent by contrast with the eyes of Sovaz which, even as she looked at him, appeared unfocused. She stood in her slip, playing with the pearls absently.


‘Leah,’ Kristian said, ‘help my wife with her dress.’


The black girl lifted the dress from the bed and quickly, deftly, slipped Sovaz into it. Like the room, like Leah herself, the dress was black.


‘Were you intending to wear those pearls?’ Kristian said. ‘Where are the rubies? They would be more suitable.’


‘If you think so,’ Sovaz said.


Leah, who had already opened the ivory box, brought the rubies and proceeded to fasten them in position. Sovaz let go the chain of pearls; they fell into the rugs. (Leah bent immediately to retrieve them.) Sovaz went to the arrangement of mirrors. She touched hesitantly at her neck.


‘I look as if I had had my throat cut.’


‘If the rubies don’t please you, then wear the sapphires. You have plenty of jewels.’


The black girl, her tasks accomplished, perambulated silently about the room and out of it. Sovaz stared after her with that remarkable, apparently abstracted gaze.


‘Yes, I do, don’t I?’ The door was shut. Sovaz returned to her own image and extended the tip of one finger to her reflected face. ‘So white.’


‘You should use your sun-lamp.’


He himself was tanned to a healthy, satiny finish, like wood, from use of a lamp. She, who lived mainly by night, sensed her element. The sun-lamp obscurely frightened her; she was psychologically afraid it would scorch her blind. She did not answer but leaned to adjust the low neck of the black lace dress, then picked up a lipstick and slowly coloured her mouth.


‘Why do you burn this disgusting cheap rubbish?’ Kristian said. He reached in and extinguished the joss stick.


‘They sell them in the night market on the quay,’ she said irrelevantly.


He took out his cigarette case and lit a cigarette.


She had bought the joss sticks in the city three months before, the last night she had spent with her last lover to date, a boy twenty-two years old. Sovaz was twenty-five; the ages of her lovers had ranged from twenty-three to nineteen. There had never been anyone older. These amours did not offend or distress Kristian; if anything they fitted into his scheme of things, as a hobby which kept the woman in the background of his life. Always, though indirectly, he vetted the young men. But their high standards of physical perfection, their sound health and good manners were symbols for him, for others, of his own opulence and taste, not pleasures he sought for her. The wife of Kristian might have only the best.


He himself had not been to bed with her in four years. She had never interested him particularly except for a week or two at the start of their marriage, when she was virgin, novel, and unexplained. Now she was a convenience and an ornament, a showcase for his wealth and aesthetics, like the carious grandeur of the house.


They had been married for seven years. She was the daughter of a friend, a librarian and scholar, a man a few years his senior, to whom Egyptian and Greek manuscripts were brought for translation.


Kristian had seen the girl reading under a green and red stained window, the panes casting gems on her white skin, and her black hair down her back. Her eyes were so large, like coals, her body slender as a stalk, with a woman’s breasts. He had been stirred by that picture. He did not know what she was reading but had hoped for some of the father’s intellect in the child. She disappointed him. She gorged herself mainly on bizarre modern fantasies by writers with inelegant names, among the gracious ancient dusts of the great library.


The old man (Kristian composedly thought of him in this way; although virtually contemporaries, physically they were quite unlike) became sick, and tuberculosis was diagnosed. He refused to leave his books to be cured, dismissing medicine as preposterous. ‘I shall soon be better,’ he would say. Kristian found his illness distasteful, like a bad smell. Presently the old man’s lungs haemorrhaged and he died. Kristian, going to witness the aftermath, now acceptably clean and sterile, found Sovaz wandering like a lost pet animal among a welter of stacked furniture. The old man had died a pauper. Everything would go to bury him and to settle his debts.


Kristian found the mess agitated him, a last unhealthy odour. He paid off the debts and took the girl into his house. Despite her vulgar leanings, the vile books and records she brought with her, her presence did not jar. She did not, for example, cry. She seemed a void that might be filled. He became fascinated by the task of remodelling her, forming her into his own creation.


She was not precisely rebellious but he found he made no headway. The culture he wished to impose slipped off her surface.


One night she found sleeping tablets in his dressing room and swallowed most of them. It was only three months since her father had died. She was eighteen.


At least nothing about the affair had been public. Kristian’s valet, finding her with the last tablet clenched in her hand, had forced an emetic between her teeth, and compulsorily brought her back to life. Five days passed before Kristian could bring himself to see her, however. When he did, he was startled by her quality, like a rare porcelain. She sat behind the house, looking out over the garden and the sea, the warm night wind, perfumed with jasmine, lifting up strands of her dark hair and setting them down again.


He had not expected to find, after the sordid thing that had happened, something so exquisite.


‘I imagine you want me to go,’ she said. ‘I shall.’ And again he sensed in her the unfilled, empty room.


‘My dear child, where do you propose to go to? You are quite untrained, unfit for anything, except possibly for factory work or prostitution.’


‘That then. Does it matter?’


‘I doubt very much if you would enjoy either. The work is hard and wages low.’


‘I shall have to bear it then, shan’t I?’


He felt a flicker of alarm. It was no secret she had been with him, here, in this house. If she deliberately left him for the filth, petty crime and squalor of the back alleys and doss houses of the slums, she would leave a smear of this dirt on his own life.


‘I suggest you think again, Sovaz. You’re not a little girl. You have a brain, I believe. Attempt to use it.’


He did not keep a watch on her then. Before dawn she was gone.


It had taken him three days to find her. Tenacious as a lover, he had gone to a great deal of trouble and expense to do so. His hands were clammy with a dungeon sweat. He was afraid the besmirching quicksand had already swallowed her. Prescott, the Englishman, had finally hunted her down.


Evening on the quay, the wharves rife, active. A stink of rotting fish, oranges, cheap hashish, the rancid oil in the lamps bobbing and coruscating their moons on the glutinous black water below. Men waiting, smoking and spitting, alert for work on the smacks of the midnight fishermen, the pleasure craft with their fringed canopies. Kristian’s valet pushing open the canvas door of a leprous overhanging tenement. A whore putting her hands on him, Kristian striking her off; some trouble with the pimp, settled by Prescott. The long climb up the broken stairs, the tang of urine on the treads, fumes of inferior opium and zombie laughter from small black holes passing as rooms.


It was the attic, rafters sloping, lamplight and waterlight cast up on them, and a battered chaise-longue, where a girl was lying, smoking a green cigarette. It took Kristian some moments to realize this was Sovaz. Her hair was bleached, her eyes sticky with mascara.


Prescott and the valet drew back beyond the door. Kristian crossed to the open window, and turned, staring at the creature which confronted him.


‘You look already like a hag seventy years old,’ he said, ‘riddled by disease and sick with opium. Is this the life you prefer?’


She murmured: ‘The madam is bringing a man here. Of some importance, she said. She has told him I am fifteen, but well developed for my age.’


‘No doubt.’


‘You had better be going, Kristian. You might meet him on the stairs otherwise.’


‘How many men?’ he asked abruptly.


She started. ‘Do you care? Oh, none so far. This will be the first.’


‘Get up at once,’ he said, ‘you’re coming with me.’


‘Leave me alone. You don’t want me,’ she said bitterly. Her eyes were very dull. He tapped his fingers impatiently. He wore gloves.


‘Get up,’ he repeated, ‘or I shall have Prescott fetch the police.’


‘I have chosen what I want.’


‘You talk like a melodramatic schoolgirl.’


‘You know,’ she said, meeting his eyes suddenly, ‘that I am in love with you. You, for your part, have scarcely ever exchanged a word with me that was not a criticism or an instruction. I am sorry to have failed your ideals so dreadfully. I am certain you see I can’t possibly return with you. Now go. Please.’


Outside a man was strolling by, harnessed with cages full of twittering birds.


It had not before occurred to Kristian that the young girl might think herself in love with him. Yet she was impressionable and without anchor, the logic of it struck him now. Love. A clinging, cloying emotion. He found it almost offensive to be the object of her desires. If she had said she passionately admired him it would have been different. But love – it was too familiar of her, impertinent almost.


Nevertheless, the filthy room, the weird light and smells, the hopeless laughing and twittering of the damned below, snapped his nerve. He must get out and she with him, for she had come to belong to him – her ingenuous confession only branded her more irrevocably his property.


He went to her and pulled her up. Even in her tart’s costume she was beautiful. At first he thought she would lean on him and be still, quiescent as before. But abruptly she began to fight him, using even her nails and teeth, putting him in mind of a white fox one of his father’s gamekeepers had once trapped, which had immediately gnawed through its manacled foot in order to be free.


Kristian began to sweat in earnest. The situation became immense and intolerable. Already his face and neck were streaked by her nails; disgusted panic took hold of him.


‘Stop it,’ he rasped, afraid to speak more loudly for the valet and the agent outside the door. And then, uttering the first promise that came to him to quieten her: ‘I intend you to be my wife.’


The effect of his words was not as he expected. Though she ceased fighting, she began instead to laugh.


Nevertheless, he was able to propel her slackening body to the door.


‘As I thought,’ he said coldly, ‘there has been some mistake.’


The two men accepted the ridiculous statement without comment. The woman and her customer were late in coming, it seemed; they passed no one on the stairs, but got down to the limousine without incident.


Prescott stood at the street corner watching them drive off, his eyes impersonal behind green-tinted glasses, his hands thrust deep in the pockets of his rumpled jacket.


As a boy, Kristian had been brought up on his father’s large European estates. It seemed to him in retrospect that those years were very nearly perfect. He had not precisely loved either father or mother, but he had respected them, a fastidious man of great erudition and intellect, a woman of elegance and finesse. It was easy to recollect the huge white house, burning from within all the long hot nights of summer, the indigo sky, the coloured lamps flickering across the slowly moving couples on the lawns, the black swans sleepless on the lake. To remember also the hunting parties at dawn, his father a faultless shot, and the beautiful guns, clammy with the dew, and the white brandy in the silver hip flask burning on his throat. In those years life had been confined to certain compartments, each item in its place, ready to be taken up when needed, to be replaced when finished with, like ornaments from a box. Times for dinner engagements, for shooting, for riding, for music, for literature. Everything was there to hand. Even women, if he wished for them, would come discreetly to his room, ask nothing except to please him, and never importunately, departing when he desired, gracefully and without question.


The estates were a kingdom of sorts, in some ways rather more. His father presided at curious little courts of justice set up to contain disputes among the tenants and workers of the land. It was tacitly understood, too, though never demonstrated in Kristian’s time, that the power of life and death belonged also to his father. There were a couple of stories, one being that three months before Kristian’s birth his father had hanged a persistent poacher, the other that once, years earlier, he had shot a stranger caught at midnight trespassing in the grounds.


In this environment and from this soil Kristian grew, observing the feudal pyramid at its most explicit all about him, the workers beneath, the landowner above, and, elevated just beyond the rest, the images which represented God.


For religion, like everything else, had its seasons and observances. Though it was quite clear to Kristian from the earliest that his father did not believe a godhead to exist, the symbol and the ritual – the motions of the censers, the candles and the exquisite singing – these were all-important. At forty, the milk-white faces of the icons still stirred in Kristian cool thrills of pleasure, and the light through coloured windows. It was too intimate a delight to be shared with any rude intrusive deity.


Perhaps there had been a half vision in Kristian’s subconscious of the milk-white face of Sovaz lit similarly by coloured windows, as he had once found her beneath the panes of the library. Nevertheless, he was inspired to marry her in the office of a registrar with a handful of acquaintances looking on, the only hymn the distant external wailing of a street musician’s flute.


That marriage. It had surprised everyone.


When he brought her back to the house from the tenement attic her laughter had been stopped. Indeed, he did not see her laugh much after, except sometimes, now and again, across a room full of guests and smoke. He had her hair dyed to its original shade, her face wiped clean in readiness for expensive cosmetics. She was now extremely docile. Kristian discovered in himself a sudden quickening, almost of desire or lust. He had rescued her, barely in time, from the filth of the waterfront night, from the nights of disease, ugliness and ennui which would inevitably have followed. Had rescued himself, more important, from a foul memory, a stinking leper of a ghost in every angle of his house that she had occupied.


Just over a year later, when all vestige, even all travesty of communication had flickered out, she told him.


She had begun to paint by then, small exact paintings which he abhorred for their theatrically gesturing participants and their raw colours. Moths were fluttering like rain against Sovaz’ lamp as he came out of doors to smoke his Turkish cigarette. Sovaz, looking up from her canvas, had said: ‘Didn’t it occur to you, Kristian, how lucky it was we never met the madam and her customer on the stairs, when you came for me that night?’


He did not wish to speak of it. ‘I don’t recall the night in question.’


‘The night you found me on the waterfront, I told you the madam was bringing a man up to me. Do you remember now?’


‘There is no point in discussing this.’


‘I lied to you,’ Sovaz said.


He did not turn, but kept his eyes on the descent of the gardens and the black sea below.


‘Wasn’t, that foolish of me?’ Sovaz murmured. ‘I thought it would force your hand, make you aware of me in spite of yourself, if you imagined that I’d despaired enough to do that – but really, the moment you came into the room I guessed it would be useless. I should never have told you that lie. Are you disgusted at my deceit? Disgusted enough to divorce me?’


‘I suggest this conversation has come to an end,’ he said. He finished his cigarette. ‘You understood, I thought, that divorce is out of the question.’


She said nothing, but, taking up her brush again, began to work upon her picture.


Presently he went inside.


Sovaz had remained at the mirrors, still fingering the rubies round her throat. It was extraordinary to Kristian that she should use on her canvases such garish hues, when she would only clothe herself in black or white, and baulked even at the coloured jewels in her box.


He said: ‘I’m going down. I suppose you will be following shortly.’


‘Yes. Of course.’


‘Very well,’ he said. He went out.


In the dressing room she could hear the valet busy among Kristian’s things, setting them out, pure as brides, for his return.


Beyond the blinded window came the eternal soft disintegrations of the sea.


TWO


Prescott, finishing his drink alone on the terrace, saw the young American come out of the open double windows leading from the ballroom, and take a swift surfacing deep breath of night air.


Prescott automatically ran over him a quick, mercilessly thorough glance. The Greek pearl merchant’s protégé, some youthful itinerant New Yorker named Adam Quentin. Mikalides, it seemed, had at some time known (in whatever sense) the American’s mother. Finding Quentin adrift on the unsafe currents of the city, he had taken him up, and now brought him here with an intention as transparent as when he praised his latest pearl.


How old was the boy? About twenty, probably. What you expected perhaps of a young American male, lean, athletic, gold-coloured skin and sun-bleached hair and eyes, very white teeth, and too broad-shouldered to look particularly elegant or at ease in a dinner jacket. His clothes were correct but had a look to them that suggested to Prescott they might have been hired for the occasion. There was no cunning in the boy’s face. He stood at the balustrade, clear-eyed and ingenuous, for either he was an opportunist like the Greek, or else naive.


Prescott had already inadvertently memorized the face. He now found it turned to him.


‘Good evening,’ Prescott said.


The American smiled.


‘It’s a beautiful night,’ the young man said softly.


Just then the Greek, pausing at the threshold of the room, called the boy back to him like a man whistling a dog.


Prescott put aside the feeling of compunction that had come on him. No doubt he would be seeing something of Quentin in the future.


The Englishman set down his glass and left the terrace for the garden. A few couples were strolling in the dark. Their different accents and the scents of their cigarettes and perfumes came drifting across the ambience of the lemon trees.


It was indeed a beautiful night, but not an extraordinary night, for mostly nights were beautiful in this climate.


A man and woman passed him, going towards the terrace, their arms lightly linked. Prescott paid little attention to them; the woman’s soft voice, a snatch of French: ‘Je veux aller à la plage …’ Only the flash of the small diamonds in her ears recalled Sovaz to him, for Kristian’s wife must by now be on the stairs.


The marble staircase cascaded, shining, down into the old ballroom, between ranked candelabra. The space below was full, as it was always full on the occasions of Kristian’s receptions and dinners, and men and women had also placed themselves at various junctures on the stairs, falling apparently unconsciously into the harmonious shapes the room seemed to expect of them.


Long ago, Sovaz had wondered that he should invite so many people, permit even, though at the reception only, the uninvited companions of guests to invade his sanctum. Yet nothing could touch the house, the great jewel box lying open and all the jewels laid out. The enchanted visitors, like ghosts, went swiftly by, unable to dirty or profane with their insubstantial hands and voices, until only the house remained.


Sovaz came along the wide gallery and set her foot on the topmost stair. It was ten minutes before nine, ten minutes before the dining room would be thrown open, the room in which at all times, other than these, Kristian dined alone. She had come late, yet she paused and looked straight down the dazzling vista of the staircase to the spot where Kristian was standing. Sovaz took little notice of the group about him, a swarthy Egyptian, a tall woman with hair the colour of ice, one or two others. Although no longer aware of Kristian as an object of love or desire, she had remained, nevertheless, acutely aware of him as a live presence. She knew that immediately he saw her he would approach her, take her arm and lead her among his guests. He would expect nothing of her save the gracious manners and mannerisms he had seen to it she practised. Envious and evaluating, the eyes of his guests would follow her wherever she went.


She was noticed now. Heads were turning to look at her black and white figure and the scarlet glitter round her throat.


Like blood, she thought again, suddenly, for no reason. Priceless life blood. I’m bleeding to death. And just then she caught a fragment of conversation, someone nearby speaking analytically of a murder in the city.


She came down the stairs, and Kristian moved to take her arm. Once, six years ago, at the theatre, when his slightest touch still had the power to excite in her the most extreme of emotional and physical reactions, he had taken her arm, and she had undone the diamond brooch from her shoulder and, pretending to place her hand over his, had thrust the pin deep under his thumb nail. He started violently, his mouth whitened from the pain. She thought he would curse or strike her but he did nothing, said nothing, waiting even until their party was seated before staunching the surprising flow of blood with his handkerchief. When some acquaintance leaned across to inquire what had caused the wound, he said, ‘I can’t imagine.’ Returning alone together to the house an hour before dawn, he said to her, ‘You were careless this evening. Don’t let it happen again.’


The Egyptian had kissed her hand. They were passing on. Other lips on her skin, other faces and other names floating like the thickening light of the room across her eyes and mind. She was now so adept that she could react perfectly to them, and at the same moment stay within herself, looking out, through their transparent bodies. Afterwards she would remember neither what she had done nor what she had said to them.


At the far end of the room the great windows which gave on to the terrace were wide. The moon was snowing on the sea.


Suddenly a black shape appeared between the windows, extinguishing the moon like an eclipse. Sovaz glanced up. Kristian stood talking at her elbow to Mikalides, the man who controlled half the pearl fisheries based on the waterfront.


‘Madame Sovaz is welcome to call at my office on any evening she cares to name. I can show her the queen of our recent catch – a large pale green pearl with, nevertheless, a peerless orient.’


The shadow still blotted out the moonlight. A man. A man too tall and too slight to be Prescott.


‘Why not pay Thettalos a visit, Sovaz? It would be a pity to miss something so rare, wouldn’t it?’


‘Oh yes,’ she said automatically. ‘If you think so.’


The shadow moved, turned a little. The brightness of the room passed like a summer lightning across his face, and was gone. She caught only an impression, like a plaster mask, no detail except a pair of eyes, very dark, like her own, looking directly, demandingly, at her. At once a burning electricity ran up her spine and spread across her shoulders. She did not know why. Then the path of the moon was clear again on the water, and the shadow had stepped aside into the night.


She felt a violent prompting to run to the windows, go out, shouting into the darkness: ‘What do you want?’


But she found she was instead being given the hand of a very beautiful young man, with a gentle uncertain American voice.


‘Are you sure, Madame Sovaz,’ Adam Quentin said to her, ‘that there hasn’t been some kind of a mistake?’


‘I don’t think so,’ she said.


‘But surely, Madame Sovaz, to seat me next to you. Do you think someone has the places mixed?’


‘Why should I think that?’ she said.


‘There must be thirty people here more important than me. It looks like some kind of a mistake.’


‘Well, we shall have to make the best of it.’


He smiled sideways at her, grateful, perhaps, for her tolerance. Sovaz marvelled absently at his wonderful teeth, so even and so white. She made conversation as a sleep-walker takes steps, but more proficiently.


‘I guess I’m nervous,’ he confided to her. ‘I quit my job in New York about a year ago. I’ve been travelling since then, living pretty rough.’


She smiled. ‘What an adventurous thing to do.’


‘No, not really. I wanted to write a book …’


‘Yes?’


‘But I never did get the ideas together –’ Aware of the writer’s compulsive urge to communicate his dream, which threatened to overwhelm him like an attack of coughing, he broke off and began to eat the consommé.


‘Forgive me, but you are so very young, aren’t you?’ Sovaz murmured, touched in a sentimental way by his youth, to which she had abruptly become sensitive.


He flushed faintly. ‘That sounds kind of strange, Madame Sovaz.’


‘Why should it?’


‘Well, you don’t seem much older. You couldn’t be.’


‘How chivalrous, Mr Quentin.’


‘Please call me Adam. I’m not trying to be chivalrous.’


‘Then how very charming of you.’


He glanced at her, his eyes wide, bemused by the poised denying quality of her voice, the careful sophisticated utterances of a woman of forty.


Servants slipped between them, removing their plates. The wine had gone to his head; he sensed something without understanding it, and dropped his eyes. The rubies round her neck cast a transparent fiery mesh across the curves of her breasts, which were pulsing very slightly to the beat of her heart. The surreal atmosphere of the dinner seemed every moment to grow stronger, like the scent of jasmine now pervading the whole house. He stared at the fresh course that was in front of him, and, like a swimmer way out of his depth and valiantly drowning, he began to eat.


Poor boy, she thought mechanically.


Thettalos Mikalides, seated lower at the long table, had stolen a look at them. The pearl merchant was also a pimp. But it did not matter.


Her eyes moved along the length of the table. Few of the people in the ballroom for the reception had been invited for the dinner, the scalpel of Kristian’s snobbery. For example, the shadow she had seen between the windows had not materialized into a dinner guest. Some stranger, he too had been exiled and was already gone. No doubt she had imagined the demand in his eyes.


When the meal ended, people drifted in twos and threes from the table.


The young man, who had grown silent and constrained – what had they said to each other all this while? – now stood up. She lifted her head and saw Kristian, the icy-haired woman still at his side. Sometimes Kristian showed an interest in other women, though never for very long.


‘I have arranged for you to visit Thettalos tomorrow, Sovaz. Have the pearl if you want it.’ Kristian turned to Quentin. ‘I wonder if you would do me a very great service. I am unable to take my wife to the theatre tomorrow evening.’


Sovaz heard the boy stammer slightly, trying to be courteous and gallant, not knowing how to refuse.


‘Thank you,’ Kristian said. ‘I shouldn’t like Sovaz to have to miss the play. I’ll see the tickets are sent round.’


Sovaz began to walk slowly through the room, into the ballroom, letting Quentin follow at his own pace.


Reaching the terrace windows, she hesitated.


The night was cool, smelling of darkness, yet below, the jagged glitter of the broken moon persisted on the water, and for no reason she stared about her at the empty space, before crossing it. She set her hands on the balustrade, and gazed away from the sea. To the south, a million lights lay like fallen stars across the city; sometimes the wind would bring a distant twang from the bars, or the mooing of car horns.


The American emerged suddenly from the ballroom behind her and, as if unable to withstand the cliché, cleared his throat.


‘It’s very kind of you,’ she said, ‘to agree at such short notice. I hope you had made no other plans.’


‘No,’ he said. He came forward, searching her face, troubled. It was a look she had grown accustomed to. It filled her with boredom and obscure pity. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Madame Sovaz, I’d better leave now.’


‘So early? A shame. But I shall see you tomorrow evening, shan’t I, Adam?’


‘I guess you will.’


She held out her hand to him. He looked at her hand, then came to her and took hold of her fingers. He was a little drunk. She only said: ‘Yes, you’re so tanned. I think I should burn dreadfully if I stayed in the sun so long.’


‘Is this some game?’ he whispered, bending over her through the moonshade of the jasmine plants. She said nothing. ‘You’re so – and you act like you were some rich old woman – and your husband asking me to take – what the hell does he know about me?’


‘Quite enough, I imagine.’


‘Yeah. So I gather. I didn’t believe this.’


‘Oh, didn’t you?’


His face was stiff and angry. Perhaps it was his good looks that somehow saved him from seeming absurd to her.


‘Please don’t distress yourself,’ she said. ‘All you have to do is stand me up.’


‘And then what? Someone else?’


He dropped her hand and his whole body tensed for some wild action.


She smiled, and glanced away.


‘Perhaps, Adam, you should go now,’ she said. ‘Don’t try to be generous to me. Don’t think about it any more. I shan’t expect to see you tomorrow.’


She could hear the unspoken words hovering on his mouth, then a group came strolling on to the terrace from the golden room, talking, bringing with them the scent of Turkish tobacco and patchouli. The young man turned and immediately left her.


She felt a dragging downsurge of disappointment. Possibly it was the certainty of success which so depressed her spirits.


She let go of the balustrade, and began to walk along the terrace to the spot where steps led down between the oleanders. The group of men and women were murmuring and laughing together, discussing Strindberg. She understood that once she had descended into the dark, they would begin to discuss her with equal posturing vehemence.


Yet what could there be of interest to say about her?


The house, its sounds and lights, faded behind her. The garden closed her round. A melancholy night fragrance clung to every leaf and stem. Her mind emptied itself. She could hear the sea breathing on the beach below, and between each breath a resting soundlessness.


It was midnight.


By three o’clock the house was void of its guests, and the tide coming in to shore.


On the seaward perimeter of the gardens, a narrow oriental iron gate stood open in the high wall, and steps fell down the cliff to the shoreline.


Sovaz was walking on the beach.


The sound of the returning tide had strangely alarmed and aroused her.


The moon had set hours before. The water was impenetrably black except where its breakers hit the rocks like the unravelling silver fringes of a great shawl. The shore became a bowl of silence. The city and the house ceased to exist.


She walked eastwards, holding her evening shoes in one hand.


The beach below the house was for several miles generally deserted, only police patrols going by at irregular intervals. She had never encountered them. She might have walked till dawn. She had done so before.


But instead she made out a woman’s long scarf trembling in short eddies along the water’s edge towards her.


Sovaz stopped still. The scarf, moving as if half alive in the night wind, was somehow threatening. She drew away as it slithered by. Then, looking up, she saw the outline of a woman and a man stretched together on the ground, curiously unified by the darkness both with each other and with the surrounding sand. She thought they were making love; their stillness undeceived her. Only the woman’s long dress was fluttering with the same motions as the scarf.


Precisely at this moment the man raised his head.


His eyes were for an instant glazed and withdrawn, seeing nothing, but Sovaz knew him at once. The sense of recognition had nothing to do with his physical appearance, which she had scarcely registered.


The starlight was very dim. It faded yet did not clarify the shadows. The pale elliptoid of the man’s face, turned up to hers, so resembled a mask that at first the painted quality of the mouth did not surprise her. Then, she saw it was blood.


As his eyes focused on her, she made an instinctive attempt to avert herself, uselessly, for immediately her image seemed to have been snapped into storage in the brain behind his eyes, as if she had touched the trip-wire of an automatic camera.


Everything had taken place in silence, the great sea-silence on the shore. Even now, she felt no impulse to cry out.


She began to take irrational paces backwards, towards the surf. The man watched her, making no move.


Their recognition was now mutual and significant.


The sea, reaching for her, laved her feet suddenly with cold. She ran.


She did not, somehow, expect him to follow. He did not. But the shadow had fallen on her so that where she fled it fled with her, ubiquitous as the night.


She reached the cliff steps and began to stumble up them. She had lost her shoes, the hem of her dress was torn and clinging cold. Finding the wrought iron gate, she clutched it, and, having got inside, thrust it shut, bolted it, and lay against the frame.


What now? she kept thinking shapelessly. What must I do now?


She forced herself to go through the garden, up the avenue of lemon trees towards the house.


Finally she was on the terrace. She was trembling to such an extent she could not at once push open the unlocked windows. Her whole body ached, as if from fever.


The ballroom was empty.


One of the candelabra still sluggishly burned half way up the marble staircase.


She began to climb the stairs, slowly. Great festoons of solidified wax poured from the candelabra. Something about the wax nauseated her. As she passed them the last lights smoked out.


‘Leah,’ she called, or thought she did. Her voice made no impact on Kristian’s house, and the black girl did not answer.


She came into the gallery and paused with her hand against the wall. She felt intolerably ill and listless, as if in the grip of mal de mer.


The doors of the library stood ajar.


Sovaz went to the doors but did not go in.


The aroma of Kristian’s books was powdered thickly on the air. Everything was dark, except for the open windows where the balcony hung at the far end of the room. A lamp flickered there among the rustling vine.


The woman with the winter hair was leaning at the rail, as Kristian caressed her. There was no urgency or apparent pleasure in his movements, or in hers. The connoisseur, a statuette of valuable jade in his fingers.


Now, for the first time, the need to scream aloud overcame Sovaz. She could make no sound.


She turned away from the library doors and moved quickly towards her own, feeling her way with her hands.


Her room was empty, the bed opened, the lamps shining in their green and golden shades, her combs and brushes and cologne laid out for her, everything unchanged. Beyond the wall, in Kristian’s dressing room, the accessories would lie in ranks, like well drilled soldiers. The first time he had been with a woman after their marriage, she had gone into his dressing room and smashed the mirrors and the bottles, torn open the drawers and chests and torn out the pages from the books lying by the window. The library had been locked, otherwise she would have gone there too. Yet he never spoke to her about what she had done. The valet had replaced the articles as if by magic.


Now, she did not think to go near Kristian’s rooms. She went into her bathroom, turned on the taps of the bath and tore off the lace dress and silk underclothes and left them lying under the roaring, steaming water.


And, staring down at the swimming garments, she expected blood to run out of them.


Presently she turned off the taps and went through again to lie on the bed. Reaching out, she touched the master switch and blackness flooded her eyes.


She was floating, disembodied.


She had felt this sensation before, seven years ago, when she had swallowed all the sleeping tablets in Kristian’s bottle, this same unanchored lightness. Who would find her this time? This time, surely, no one.


THREE


Sovaz woke in the heat of late afternoon.


Already the room was becoming real, her vision sharpening. Too late to sleep again. She leaned from the bed and pressed the bell. Would Leah come? Last night she had called Leah, and Leah had not answered – no, that was absurd. Of course Leah would come.


The door opened. The black girl came through.


‘Leah, please open the windows and see to the blinds. Then run a bath.’


At the inrush of air, perfumed faintly from the garden flowers below, the room seemed to hollow out. Sovaz sighed, lifting herself up in the bed. She could hear the black girl doing something to the bath, a sound of sodden garments dripping. Sovaz got to her feet and put on a wrap of Chinese silk, and seemed to activate, by doing so, a little gold and crystal clock which chimed thinly: four thirty. She crossed to the arrangement of mirrors.


Her face surprised her. There were still traces of cosmetics on her lips and eyes. She leaned forward, and saw, between the black silk revers of her wrap, the scarlet drops of the rubies lying on her throat.


Sovaz stood back. Her eyes widened.


‘Leah!’ she screamed out. ‘Leah! Leah!’


The black girl came running.


‘What is it, madame?’


‘Leah!’ Sovaz screamed. She threw back her head.


‘Madame – what’s wrong? Have you hurt yourself? Madame –’


The girl sprang at her and took Sovaz’ shoulders in a practical, restraining grasp. Sovaz was trembling convulsively. She ripped at the jewels around her neck. Leah, moving to help her, undid the clasp efficiently and in seconds.


‘Get rid of them,’ Sovaz said. She had stopped screaming and shut her eyes.


‘I’ll put them in your box, madame –’


‘No. I told you to get rid of them. I don’t want to see them again. Do what I say.’


Leah’s face was impassive. She slid the gems into her pocket. She would take them to Kristian.


In the silence Sovaz heard the sea break on the shore. She sat down, and the horror went out of her abruptly, like a gush of blood. She did not open her eyes.


‘I’ll bathe now,’ she said, very evenly. ‘I can manage, thank you, Leah.’ She sensed the girl hesitating, distrusting her. ‘I shall want orange juice, fresh figs, black coffee. In half an hour, say.’ Her incongruous normalcy seemed to reassure Leah, or at any rate to bribe her. Sovaz heard her turn and go out.


Sovaz rose, remembered to open her eyes, went into the bathroom. The drowned clothes had been removed, the bath was filling. Sovaz stood staring down into the water until it brimmed over and ran out upon the floor.


At half past five Sovaz entered Kristian’s library. This time he sat alone, reading, in the chair of Italian carved mahogany.


‘Kristian,’ she said.


He did not look up.


‘The limousine is waiting for you,’ he said. ‘Don’t forget you are going to look at the Greek’s pearl. I hope Mikalides has now provided his young friend with a better dinner jacket.’


She had forgotten the pearl, that she was going to the theatre with the boy, Adam.


‘Kristian, last night a woman was murdered on the beach.’


He did not immediately reply. His distaste at discussing such a topic hung thickly in the room as the odour of books. But he was not surprised. It was his habit to glance at the evening papers, a dutiful, contemptuous glance. If death was in them, he would have seen. Presently he said, ‘So I believe.’


She said slowly, ‘A man cut her throat. No, it was worse than that. I think he was drinking her blood. There was blood on his mouth.’


‘Not a subject to deliberate on, do you think?’


‘I saw it,’ she said.


She checked at once. It was too unequivocal. She should not have put it in this way.


After a moment, he did look up at her. His face was blank.


‘Saw what, Sovaz?’


‘I saw the dead woman on the sand, and the man lying on her. His mouth was covered in blood; I thought at first he was hurt. Then I saw her throat. I ran back to the house. He didn’t follow me, though he was here earlier, before dinner. I came to tell you but you weren’t alone.’


His expression did not change. He said nothing.


A thrill of pure horror went through her.


‘Kristian, what am I to do?’


‘Do?’ He set aside the book. ‘You will go down to the car, and Paul will drive you to Mikalides’ office. When you have looked at the pearl you will meet the young American and go to the theatre.’


Sovaz swallowed and said, ‘You don’t understand me. She was lying on the beach and the man on top of her. I thought they were making love – but the blood – I was walking, Kristian, do you see? And I found them –’


‘This will stop, Sovaz. Do you expect me to believe this rubbish? You came here last night and I was with a woman. I am sorry you were distressed, but you are not a child. Now you have heard a news bulletin and made up a ludicrous fantasy. What do you suppose you will gain by it?’


‘But it’s true,’ she said, ‘it’s true.’


‘You forget,’ he said, ‘there have been other occasions on which you have lied to me.’


She pressed her palm over her mouth.


Kristian had turned away from her to open the balcony windows, as if her words had introduced too much carbon dioxide into the air.


‘You had better be going,’ he said, ‘otherwise you will be late.’


She stood inside the doors of the library.


She thought: Perhaps I heard some radio in the house, half awake, perhaps I fell asleep again. Perhaps I dreamed it. No, she thought, perhaps I invented it, and now believe it to be true. Her mind seemed full of shadows. She searched them. Yes, there was the long scarf blowing on the rim of the sea, and there was the woman on the sand, and the creature crouched over her. Now he looked up, and now – the plaster mask face, the bloody mouth, the optic discs, and yet –


Remembering the landmarks of the man’s face, she could not recapture his appearance.


She had not known him by his looks, he was collective, symbolic. He had no face, after all.


In the gallery she experienced again the urge to scream. She leant against the cool wall, and presently the spasm passed. She began to walk on.


She had forgotten where she was going, but Kristian’s chauffeur, Paul, was waiting for her, he would know.


Outside the house, the mature sunlight fell over the garden walks, the parched stone of the hundred steps, the chess piece statues.


The chauffeur handed her into the limousine.


The quay at this hour was mostly deserted. A fisherman sat mending his net, the idle ships rocked indolently at their moorings. The ceiling of mazarine sky phased to lilac on the horizon like the smoke from the distant burning galleys of some antique war. The American, Quentin, leaned at the rail in his sun-bleached denims – the uniform of the youthful foreigner – watching a great black beetle creep along the deserted road from the north. He had been scribbling notes; now, diverted by the limousine, the paper hung dead in his hand.


A block away the limousine went sliding down among a complex of side streets. Pushing the incomplete notation (the description of a woman) into his pocket, the American followed.


The car had slowed to a disdainfully careful pace. Its windows were of a black-green vitreous, impenetrable. He had never seen Kristian’s car, neither been told its make, yet he had known it at once. It was inevitable that the rich aristocrat should possess only such a car, of a gliding, subtle oiled quality …


Now it had moved aside into the open space before the pearl merchant’s offices. The engine stopped.


Adam too stopped, watching the car. His guts tightened. A chauffeur appeared from the front of the limousine and opened the left hand door.


The woman got out. Her hair was long and very dark, loose on her shoulders. She wore a white voile frock, no jewelry.


The chauffeur stood back against the car. The woman began to walk towards the buildings. The little embryonic breeze of sunset fluttered her filmy dress and hair, making her look weightless, incorporeal.


Adam started after her. He passed the chauffeur but the man’s eyes did not follow him, the face betrayed neither interest nor boredom.


‘Madame Sovaz.’


She halted at once and turned. At first she seemed to look straight through him, as if she were indeed a ghost, or he. Then her eyes apparently focused. Adam felt himself flush. She appeared bewildered, genuinely at a loss. She did not quite say: ‘Who are you?’ It was not pretence, or any kind of cruel playfulness. He was startled.


He drew the two theatre tickets from his shirt pocket, as if to identify himself. Her eyes went down to them then up again to his face.


‘Last night,’ he said, ‘your husband asked me to take you to a play – I said a few things I wish I hadn’t. Look, I just brought you the tickets. They came round by mistake, I guess.’


‘Adam,’ she said.


‘I’d like to apologize to you,’ he said. ‘Would it do any good?’


‘Adam,’ she said again.


The breeze still moved her hair and dress. It blew across the space from the buildings to the giant lizard of the limousine, unchecked, except where it encountered their two bodies.


Her face, though beautiful and beautifully made up, was grey, her large eyes leaden. Six months ago, sick with food poisoning in some nameless hospital, he had seen this same look of blind struggle in the eyes of amnesiacs or men dying of cancer. As then, he was consumed by sensations of helpless frightened horror. He could not see how he could go to her aid, and he was half afraid to touch her.


‘Something’s wrong, Madame Sovaz?’


She stirred. She smiled at him. She was attempting, listlessly, to reassure him.


‘Oh. Just the heat. I can’t bear the heat.’ Still with the smile nailed on her mouth, she turned away towards the limousine. ‘I don’t think I’ll bother with Thettalos’ pearl. Kristian wants me to have it anyway. Paul,’ she called. The chauffeur discarded his pose and came over. ‘Please go up for me and say I should like the pearl. My husband will see to it. Then take the car back to the house.’


The chauffeur gave a little bow and went wordlessly off.


‘Do you drive, Adam? Of course, all Americans drive.’


He was choked by the need to undermine this dialogue and come at the truth. He discovered himself saying, with atrocious banality, ‘I haven’t got a dinner jacket.’


‘It doesn’t matter. It will take twenty minutes to get there, by the hill road,’ she went on. ‘Will that be all right? The performance begins as the sun goes down, doesn’t it?’


He said, ‘You want me to come with you.’


‘Why not? Oh, yes. Of course you must come.’ Her eyes flashed a desolate brightness. He felt a child in her presence, nine years of age, and she an old woman. He was presented with a frightful vision of Miss Havisham in Great Expectations screaming, her swirling white bridal dress alight, and he trying to beat out the flames, while the disturbed beetles and spiders ran away over the floor.


Driving north-east through the outskirts of the city into the hills, they sat unspeaking, the American turning the wheel in his hands, she lying back on the dusty seat of the ramshackle little hired Ford, the voile dress spreading round both their feet and the gears of the car.


The road ascending was crowded by olives growing on the slopes, a landscape now darkening as the sun sank. By contrast, the whole sky, even the east, was vivid with an exceptional bronzen red.


The theatre was constructed in the old style, weathered by sun and rain and by the emotions of joy and tragedy conjured on the stage at its core, travelling up its tiers like thrills along a complex series of nerve endings. It appeared to be and felt of enormous actual age. Though in fact, built ten years before, time, as if recognizing a good copy, seemed to have consented to the deception. On the top terraces of cheaper seats men and women clustered like pigeons over bottles of wine, baskets of cheeses, figs and sausage, and children ran about like dogs. The spell of the play was not yet cast on them, the occult masked figures on the skene below, the voices of gods and doomed kings manifested by loudspeakers with terrifying intimacy even on the highest benches.


Kristian’s tickets of course belonged to those rows where men in evening clothes smoked cigars and women with diamonds in their ears murmured over fans and programmes. Adam Quentin, feeling conspicuously undressed-up, took the seat beside Sovaz. He was appalled and fascinated that they should be sitting to watch a play by Euripides with all this burden of unsaid things between them.


A gong roared somewhere beneath the stage. Immediate soundlessness responded from the upper tiers. Prepared for magic and superstition, the opening of hearts and minds was almost audible. Below, the intellectuals composed themselves differently, stubbing out their cigarettes.


The palace of a Hellene king, a ruined altar with smoke stirring on it. Quentin saw Sovaz’ eyes abruptly flicker, as if in recognition.


The Bacchae. It would be performed in its intended Greek, so he would pick up one word in ten. Three years since he had read the play in translation, a minute here and there, in a drawing office in New York.


A flute sounded in the sunset’s scarlet stillness. The god was coming. The young man felt the atmosphere, with no warning, overwhelm him. He dimly realized the unfruitful communion with the woman beside him had quickened and made him ready, on these chill and flame-drunk hills.


The sun left the incredible sky. Soon the evening would creep down the slopes to follow Dionysos, the shadow precious to his worship, and torches would flash, and Selene’s altar-fire spring up. The god would come to the city of Thebes to establish his divinity. The Theban women, who had scorned and refused his gift of wine, he would send mad to the hills, to dance with wild beasts and to rend cattle with their teeth and nails. Pentheus, the king, who would attempt to imprison and humiliate him, Dionysos would send after them to spy on their rites, where, discovered, the king would be torn to pieces, and Agave his mother would wrench off his head.


He came out with a deadly grace, an animal tread. The god. A sigh like a gust of wind surfed across the benches.


The masks were in the true style, very lifelike. Dionysos’ face, framed by supernatural hair, jet black yet somehow catching a gold highlight on every grape-cluster of curls, seemed living, though exalted. A pale, beautiful, unhuman face, matching exactly the almost naked body, dark white and slender, which, even in its fawnskin loincloth, breastless and male, was oddly hermaphrodite, an enticement to either or any sex.


The demon.


Sovaz sank back against the seat. The world seemed to go from under her.


Dionysos. The features, which in her memory comprised no face, came suddenly together. A white mask with kohl-ringed, impenetrable eyes, its lips stained with wine, or blood.


The headlights burst on the road before them. Objects seen beside the road, trees, walls, the abandoned corpse of a motorcycle, appeared to leap forward at the window.


Suddenly Sovaz put her hand on Quentin’s arm.


‘Stop the car.’


She did not speak loudly, her touch was light, almost impersonal, yet a surge of adrenalin shot through him. He found he had jammed on the brakes as if a man had run into their path.


The car stilled about them with small subsiding noises. The night came closer. Crickets ticked in the grass. He switched off the headlamps. He heard the door open, the rustle of her dress as she got out. Presently, opening his own door, he too came out and stood on the slope. He caught a glimpse of her face, pale as the dress, expressionless yet intent, before she turned. She began to walk up the slope. He followed her slowly, his mouth very dry.


Wild olives clambered and clustered. Sovaz stopped in front of him. The shadow of the leaves, dappling her, gave her frock the strange look of a leopard skin, a Bacchic image, a maenad. As he came nearer, she moved round and caught his hand. Her own was icy and narrow.


‘You’re cold,’ he said, acutely aggravated at the idiocy of his own remark.


‘Yes.’


She stood staring up at him. Her eyes did indeed contain terror, he could see it now.


‘Do you want to go back?’ he said hesitantly.


‘Where? To Kristian’s house? No.’


Her hand slipped from his. She began to unbutton his shirt, then slid her arms about him. The touch of her cold, cold fingers burned on his skin. But her mouth, following, was warm.


‘Adam,’ she said to him, as if to be certain who he might be. Her whole body was trembling. He caught her need inevitably, abruptly, like catching fire. Shadows, grass, the smoke of her hair; the dark roped them together inexorably. Yet, even as she clung to him, there seemed no energy in her, no fierceness or real intention. Lying down with her, the folds of her dress spread away from them over the uneven ground, shifting slightly in imitation of their movements. Her hands clutched his flesh in a drowning, strengthless motion, she cried out softly, and let go. She was one of those women who in orgasm seem possessed by a devil, which expels their reason, shakes and worries at their bodies.


When, in a few moments, she opened her eyes and gazed at him, it was with a dull, amazed and bewildered expression.


‘And so you see,’ she said, as if they had been speaking of it all along, and had paused only briefly, perhaps to admire the view, ‘that everything you accused me of on the terrace, everything you thought of me, was quite correct.’


His own eyes were wide open on her, by contrast very clear.


‘Sovaz … that doesn’t matter any more.’


‘Poor Adam,’ she said.


‘Sovaz –’


The wind brushed over the tops of the olive trees.


She shut her eyes. She lay void and joyless. The clamour of panic had faded. Now only the white mask hanging in her brain, the beautiful god with his dark gifts of blood and wine, and the human youth shipwrecked on her body, and the whisper of the wind in leaves.


At about four thirty in the morning, strolling across the sprawling waterfront night market, Prescott found Adam Quentin seated on a bench beneath a canvas awning, among a row of derelicts smoking the cheap hashish sold on the quay.


Prescott sat down opposite, and pushed away the old man who came immediately scampering to him, offering a pipe and squeaking.


The rest of the market, having scented the dawn like a scurrilous and night-preying animal, was now in the process of packing itself up and sliding away down into the rat-hole crevasses of the city to hide from the sun. Lamps guttered out. Men cried hoarsely to one another. Canopies were dragged free and folded, charcoal stoves extinguished, goods thrown back into crates. All along the shore the pleasure boats were returning stealthily, black-winged across the moonless water, like vampires seeking their tombs. Only here and there the occasional island of humanity still unstirring – the brothel door, the booths of the opium eaters, the sellers of night flowers, the astrologer beside his crackpot telescope and tarot cards, placidly chewing a lemon.


Adam looked up. The fact of seeing the Englishman did not appear to disturb him.


‘This isn’t the place for you,’ Prescott said quietly. ‘Here you will be cheated, robbed, probably followed afterwards, attacked or even killed. It’s a popular theory that certain kitchens in the vicinity obtain their meat from dubious quarters.’


Adam laughed.


‘I can recommend several establishments,’ Prescott said, ‘where you would be safe, and where the quality of the goods is also above reproach.’


‘Great. I guess the price matches the goods.’


‘Yes. We’ll come to that presently. I’m surprised you’ve chosen this form of amusement. Have you enjoyed yourself?’


‘I surprised myself,’ Quentin said. ‘It’s been a surprising night. No. It’s been a night that was surprisingly unsurprising.’ He looked at Prescott. ‘Is that what I mean? No, I didn’t enjoy it.’


A man next to the American muttered and spat on the ground. Prescott spoke to him in the slum argot. The man’s gaze darted and watered.


Prescott rose and pulled the boy up, unresisting, by the arm. They walked into the wider open streets north of the market.


The boy was unused, Prescott imagined, to the unclean mixed hashish of the old Arab’s stall. His eyes were swimming and dreamlike.


‘What time is it?’ he asked, without interest.


‘Almost dawn. Where are you living?’


Adam leaned against a peeling wall.


‘I forget. Nowhere special.’ His eyes swam leisurely across the sky. The eastern edges of faint clouds were beginning to become visible. ‘You’re the rich man’s agent, my mother’s Greek jockey says. Did you follow us tonight?’
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