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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.









Cave Canem


Petronius


The night has teeth


John Kaiine (FOSSIL CIRCUS)


They fought like cat and dog


Traditional







PROLOGUE


Time and the Essence


A quarter to midnight, and the City lies still.


The moon stands high above the river, among the tangled spars of ships in the docks. The moon is the silver cog of the wheel of night. And the river is stained with silver like a blade.


The buildings hold up their shapes into the darkness, and here and there a dull red window smoulders, but mostly the panoply of spires and hovels, domes and tenements leans black on black.


By the embankment the gas lamps run like a necklace of green pearls.


Not a sound beyond the whisper of ten thousand breaths.


A peaceful and a silent night.


The great clock, the Time Piece, bold above the river, showed ten minutes to the hour, as the keeper’s assistant climbed upwards into its skull. Up there the machinery of the clock went round, its brass and iron, the huge levers. And the big bell, the voice of the clock, gleaming in the dark, as the workings prepared its tongue to strike.


The keeper’s assistant knew all this very well. He had been years in the learning. He knew that to stand anywhere in the chamber of the clock and the bell, at the hour of the stroke, might be fatal, its noise cramming the brain and bursting it.


But tonight that was all part of his plan.


He had been in love, this little crooked man, for seven months. And she, of course, had never looked at him, except in disdainful pity. He had cursed himself for being what he was. Had he been otherwise, he might, he knew, have won her. Her golden hair shone in his mind like a searing flame. She, not yet the big bell, scorched out his brain.


Tomorrow she was to marry, a tall and upright man, a lawyer with good prospects. And the keeper’s assistant, who had had seven months to understand that life was nothing now, only an aching dismal dream, climbed up the stairs of the Time Piece, with the thick cord trailing in his hand.


At five minutes to midnight, he reached the upper chamber, and put into the lock the iron key, and opened the door.


The fantastic chamber yawned before him. Enormous wheels turning so slowly and inexorably, weights, coils, the massive levers with their hulls of brass.


The clock made a sound, a deep strong thudding, which any way could be heard from the roots of the tower.


In the dim gaslight, the keeper’s assistant ascended to the platform, and threw his rope, with the mathematical care that had marked his life, over one great lever.


The noose was already fashioned.


Calmly, the man climbed up now into the viscera of the clock. So finely balanced, yet his slight weight did not disturb it. It allowed him to scramble out upon a metal edge, and perch there, knotting his cord securely to the rod above, placing the noose securely about his throat.


It would not take much to break him. A slight girl of eighteen had already done so.


He felt no fear, no questioning, only tired. He poised, waiting, and heard the scratching of the mechanism as the clockwork moved to grip the tongue of the bell.


A pause then, as if night held its breath. The pointer of the clock slid on to the numeral of the twelve.


Midnight.


The first stroke.


The man groaned, but it was almost a noise of delight. Of satisfaction.


He trembled on his ledge and let his arms fall limp. The noose was reassuringly close about his neck, like two joined loving hands.


The second stroke. The third, the fourth.


He swayed and a thrumming vertigo whirled him away from himself so that for a moment he believed he had already fallen and could not understand why the rope did not tighten.


The fifth stroke, the sixth.


The voice of the bell burst his head and stars scattered through his eyes.


On the seventh stroke he fell.


The rope was effective. His neck was squeezed then snapped, and his legs kicked out only once.


But something else had happened.


Love had so cruelly cheated him. He was full of the fluids of love, which now, as in the prison over the river they could have told him, spurted from his loins at the pressure of the hanging rope.


Semen, the water of life, sprayed in the moment of death, and struck the face of time, struck through garments and air, to jewel the rotating valves and coils.


The eighth stroke came, and the night turned over like a page.


The man on the flycycle pedalled hard above the river. Behind him, from the gas-bag, a thin vapour trail curled out and crossed the moon. Above, the bat-like sail creaked and bloomed, full of air.


He was making for the large stables on Dogs Island, where the landing place was on the roof, signified by coloured flags.


He had no cares. He had come from the arms of a jaunty mistress and was going home to a cosy, unsuspecting wife. The flycycle and its air-borne method were his pride and joy, and a sign of his wealth. No qualms for him, he had flown this way so many nights.


Below, the river gleamed like a mirror, and he saw his vague shadow pass there – a giant bat with a pod and pedals.


Strapped in his seat, he scanned the sky. No clouds tonight for advertisements to be projected on to, although generally in any case, this show ceased at eleven o’clock.


Dim strokes of the Time Piece wafted by, parting the atmosphere. The ninth stroke, the tenth and eleventh. And last, the sonorous omnipotent clang of twelve.


Downriver, the Island appeared with its gracious park and the pale dome of the Observatory.


Without a misgiving in the world, the man on the flycycle leant back and let impetus and the air currents carry him for a moment.


And in that moment, coming from the eastern horizon, he saw a strange boiling.


What was it? Some factory chimney uttering? A fire – no, it was not smoke.


A cloud was roiling in the sky and all at once, it gave way.


The flycyclist gave a cry.


Out of the cloud stretched a vast black thing. It was in the form of some sort of lean, long-snouted dog.


An advertisement after all, played up on a manufactured cloud.


But its eyes glittered, black stars, and round its muzzle was a frost of fire.


It stood gigantic over Dogs Island, and opening its jaws, let out a sound. This was not a bark. More a rush of cindery wind.


The heat of it, desert-like, caught the flycycle, and suddenly the machine was toppling, its sail bent askew and the gas-bag belching.


The flycyclist screamed. He clutched the bar and pedalled furiously, but the gas was burping and whistling away. In terror, he forgot the dog in the sky, which was, after all, fading like a mist.


More real, Dogs Island flared towards him, the garlands of the trees, old timbers with great boughs, rushing up at him in a wave of leaves.


Like a shooting star, the flycyclist tumbled.


Beneath the fish were rising in the river in silver rings, so all the water seemed on fire, and eels wove like ribbons of flame or skeins of spangled weed. At the docks the rats stood upright and squealed.


In a million yards and hovels dogs growled, howled and whimpered. The night was noisy now.


In despair the flycyclist saw the lighted roof of the conservatory atop the Observatory dome, a fantastic green jewel of ferns, in the second his machine cracked its roof and, plunging on, rolled over into the vast crowns of beeches, under which kings had ridden centuries before.


The boughs in fact had saved him, breaking the fall. Bruised and wailing, he dropped on to a gravel path of the park, the flycycle wrapped round him like a balloon in ruins.


As he scrambled free of the seat, the gas-bag exploded with a peony flash and loud bang, quickening the trees as if for a carnival. Illuminated, sobbing and singed, the man lay in the grass. The dog had been an illusion, one port too many. His clever air-machine had betrayed him. What in life could be trusted now?




CHAPTER ONE


Grace


She was so young and beautiful that she tempted him beyond endurance, and he gave in. He told himself he had not come there for that, it was forbidden. But she caught his senses. It was a golden afternoon, not so many whores on the streets as yet. He stole glance after glance as they walked along, and although she had not taken his arm, he felt they were together.


About eighteen, perhaps. Not long, surely, in her trade. Skin of milk crystal, green eyes, pale yellow-green like a cat’s. And blonde hair so light it had no colour, only sheen, piled under her little netted hat with the white violets of cloth.


As they turned into the street of tall shabby houses, he said to her, ‘What’s your name?’


‘Grace,’ she replied, not hesitating.


Then she led him up steps and opened a door, and they passed into a carpeted hall and over a flight of stairs. This was not her home, but some address to which she brought certain clients. He had come across such things before. A rush of rage went over him. Probably her prettiness was all a sham. He was bemused, and had not seen her properly in the dusty summer light. A diseased bitch, no doubt of it, another monster of the streets.


The bedroom had a worn floor-covering, and a four-poster with a crimson coverlet, stained but not unwholesome. A broad gilt mirror framed the room, its wickedness.


Evidently seeing him hold back, the girl came forward and took his hands. She leaned up lightly and kissed his lips, decorous, like a young secretive maiden at some party.


He got hold of her, feeling her slim body in its tight boned corset, the swell of her bosom.


‘Take off your clothes,’ he said, ‘all of them.’


‘Of course,’ said the girl called Grace.


She undressed without haste or delay, not sensuously, not even provocatively, more as if she went about some pleasant and familiar task.


Perhaps it was. Perhaps she liked it, catering to men.


He watched. And at the sight of her white breasts with their rosy centres rising from the lace petticoat, he became hard, and with the hardness his rage deepened.


He wanted to strike her, dishevel her, her lovely blonde hair that now cascaded round her white shoulders.


When she drew off her lace-trimmed nether garments, and he saw the blonde tinsel at her groin, he started to cry.


‘I can’t,’ he said.


She watched him quietly. She said nothing.


He put his hand over his hard and urgent core.


‘I had another one like you. No, she wasn’t like you. But a harlot. And she gave me something. An illness. If I touch you, you too – riddled with the filth. It will kill me. Syphilis.’


The girl called Grace watched him still. She said softly, ‘There’s no need to be afraid.’


‘No? There’s every need. I’ll go now.’


‘Don’t go,’ she said. ‘Come here.’


He thought she was insane, but even so the look of her drove him mad, and he went to her.


He filled his hands with her breasts that were like satin. He rubbed his face against her and she held him, and presently drew him down.


She was diseased. She had it already, and need fear nothing more. He pierced her strawberry velvet with his putrid member, cursing himself, and her.


He surged inside her body and felt his soul gush out. He had never climaxed so powerfully and now he was empty, sore and wrecked. All honour gone.


She said gently, ‘You’ll be better soon.’


‘You stupid bitch. You don’t know.’


‘Yes.’


She wiped his fresh tears with her hair.


He gave her three gold pieces and she took them, smiling. And afterwards, when he was on the street, he thought himself a dupe and a fool.


When she was a child, about six, her mother dead, her father had put her on the streets.


She was a pretty thing, so white, even under her grime, clean-looking, and she never smelled – her body, her breath. Always fresh, like roses and mint. Some of them did not like her cat’s eyes, but many did not mind. By seven years of age, she was a prostitute, and knew how to run after gentlemen on the road, and pluck their sleeves.


Some would turn with an oath and shake her off, and once one hit her and her face was livid for a week. But often as not, even if they did not succumb, they gave her a coin for her beauty.


The forcing of her should have destroyed her, but did not. She never cried or complained. Late at night she sat in the hovel, tending the meagre fire, while her father drank himself into a delirium.


When she was ten he died, but she knew by then perfectly well what to do. She did not starve, and others in her way of business knew whom to come to if they were in distress. She would share her crust or her jug of gin, would Grace. Sodden whores of twelve, weeping in Grace’s lap, got to their feet much better. When Lizzie burned her neck, and when Sarey caught her fingers in the mangle, it was Grace who comforted them, and in later years they told the tale, and no one believed them, for they had no scars.


About thirteen, Grace came to live in the Rookery, on Rotwalk Lane.


It was a fearful tenement, a canted house of three floors and fifteen rooms, inhabited by about a hundred persons. However, in the attics, about ten girls had each secured a cubicle which was her own, and since sometimes they took their clients there, this privacy was respected.


The house leaked, and lurched in the wind. It stank, and by night its overused chimneys let out a hug of smoke that matched the styxy vapours from all the adjoining buildings, which were each one another rookery. The lane below was choked with filth and dead creatures and sewage. It was dangerous to pass into this place at any hour unless you were one, or with one, of its own.


Grace was.


She moved without nervousness along the thoroughfare, in a louring sunset the colour of broken plums, and came to the house door, where three loungers in rags and battered hats made way for her, with a greeting.


‘I’ll see you presently, Gracie,’ said one.


And Grace smiled at him and nodded, as if he had promised her flowers.


In the big kitchen of the house it was the usual scene. About forty people were squashed into the room, along the benches and the floor, and sitting on the table. At the fire two old women were toasting herrings, and a jug of gin was going round.


The room smelled of terrible things. Of dirt inches thick, poverty inches thicker.


Men gambled in a corner with two half-bald dogs snarling in attendance. Babies cried.


Kitty Stockings, one of the upstairs girls, came to Grace and offered her the gin jug. Grace took a mouthful, and passed the jug on.


Kitty was a thin, dark, raddled, pretty girl, looking about thirty, who was seventeen, one year younger than Grace.


‘Any good today, Grace?’


‘Yes, very good.’


A woman, fat with bad food, clutched Grace’s arm. ‘You’ve got some money? Give me some. The baby’s almost dead.’


Grace turned and put a gold coin into the woman’s hand.


At once there was a general pushing and shoving. The woman screamed as one of the men tried to take her prize.


‘No,’ said Grace, ‘let her have it. Her baby’s sick.’


The man said, ‘Then give one to me.’


Grace did as he demanded.


She set the last coin on the table, where it was briefly fought over.


They were quite decorous when Grace was there. She withheld only enough from them to see to her own small wants. Besides she was a talisman. A man had broken his leg and Grace had taken the pain away, and later the leg was straight. And Grace had spoken to the policemen when they came, and they had gone off without trouble. And she was always ready to open her creamy body to them, to soothe them with her moon-white hair.


Grace sat by the fire with Kitty Stockings, and they ate a herring and drank the gin when it came by.


‘Not one would go with me today,’ said Kitty, ‘I’ve got so ugly.’


Grace laughed. ‘No.’


Kitty laughed too. ‘Shall we go out tonight, up the lamp streets, and see what we can get?’


Grace said that she would.


Night had already come down, and greasy candles burned in the kitchen.


Grace next went upstairs, to keep her appointment with the lout from below.


He was waiting at her cubicle, and when she had opened the door, he pushed her quickly in.


He had no money, and offered her nothing, for this was how she paid for her lodging.


Against the wall was where he had her, brutish and slobbering, but afterwards he was shamefaced, and thanked her.


Alone in the tiny room, Grace poured water into her basin, and washed herself by the light of a single surprising lamp.


Her room was rather different from those of the other girls.


A curtain of torn green brocade covered her narrow window – half a window, divided from the room next door. Her mattress was heaped with rugs and pillows, musty, once beautiful things, embroidered and thin as the wings of butterflies. She had no fireplace, but in the winter the amalgamated heat of the stifling house kept the worst of the cold at bay. Her lamp she had been given by a patron long ago, the same man who, between bouts of sex, had taught her to read and write when she was fourteen.


Grace’s things were never stolen. Even her cake of soap and jar of tooth-powder were let alone.


The Rookery was proud of her. She moved in it like the moon in a fog.


After washing, and dressing again in her grey frock, Grace combed up her hair and fixed on her little hat. She did not look like a whore, except that her skirt showed her ankles. She took business by offering herself sweetly and frankly. Most turned in astonishment. Sometimes they begged her to seek another life. Then she laughed and explained that she knew no other.


Indeed, no other was open to her. And besides she found no awfulness in what she did. Like pure water, rather than be sullied when dirt dipped into her, she made clean. She knew this in herself without marvel. Little things made her happy. The flowers that thrust up in the yard, the colour of an evening sky, rain on her windows, silence.


Kitty, on the other hand, was clad in red and pink, and on her hat a poor red bird was tilted, clinging precariously by one leg.


They went out into the dark, arm in arm.


On Rotwalk Lane they were not accosted, and went up and down a series of dire streets, lit only by the occasional murky door or window.


Here and there a wooden bridge ran over the thoroughfare, and in many places men lurked in the shadows. But two streetwalkers on their way did not alarm or alert them.


Finally the grisly alleys and swervings led into the outskirt of the City, and all at once they were on a street lit by gas lamps, burning up on their poles like cats’ eyes.


Here carriages rattled by, and at the corner one of the dangerous new vehicles, drawn, not by horses, but by metal animals, and bustling steam. No sooner had this passed, to the general consternation of the pedestrians, than gangs of little boys were swarming in the road to mop up the spillage of oil with rags.


The lighted streets gave one on another, growing broader and more pleasant. It was the upper area of Black Church, where so many of their profession plied their trade.


Grace and Kitty walked as if idly, and perambulating others of the sisterhood now and then called out a greeting.


Men too there were, sauntering by, and occasionally a carriage on the roadway, its occupant looking out.


But there were no takers for Grace and Kitty, this ill-assorted couple. The moon rose above the roofs and stood, pale and full, behind the spine of a church.


‘Look there,’ said Kitty. ‘What must it be to live up there? Apple pie every day and no work to do.’


The street was now empty but for a costermonger with a barrow, and Kitty said, ‘I’m starved.’


They went to the barrow and bought a pint of winkles, which they shared. A carriage went by and did not stop. Kitty said, ‘There, they don’t like to see you eating. You have to be good only for one thing.’


She was sad, because at fifteen she had been bought suppers, and sometimes even champagne.


Above them the street lights hissed and guttered, and the moon flowed over.


Then came a peculiar cry. In their own warren of streets it would not have been so strange, a shriek like an owl’s, redolent of fear and perhaps pain. But on these walks it was bizarre.


The costermonger had put his arm protectively about his barrow. Otherwise the byway was empty.


‘What was that?’ said Kitty.


Grace said nothing. She had had a terrible feeling, as though her blood had stopped moving in her, and then begun again too cold, too hot.


‘Something horrible happened,’ she said.


‘Where? What was it?’


The Rookery saw Grace as a seeress, and in some ways she was.


But Grace had no answer now.


In her heart there was an image. A dark shadow and a spattering of blood. Instinctively she, a healer, turned herself away. And yet it seemed she could not escape. Something hunted her. Something hunted the streets. Never in her life had she felt terror, but now, faintly, coldly, she did. She longed to take Kitty in her arms and shield the fragile body from the night, the costermonger too. Some deep new passion woke in Grace.


‘Let’s,’ said Kitty, ‘go home.’




CHAPTER TWO


Saul


‘No,’ he said. It was final and very cold.


His man knew better than to argue. He said, ‘I told her it wouldn’t be wanted.’


‘Thank her for me, any way,’ said the dark man at the table, ‘but she should know by now. I take my food plainly.’


The offending sauce was removed, leaving only the hot soup and chill fowl of the normal dinner. The cook was a fool and perhaps would leave soon, tired of the boring routine of the plain food, the lack of company to be given dinners, the gloomy noiselessness of the big house.


The dining room was panelled in darkest oak, filled by heavy furniture of black and mulberry. A painting of a knight, almost a black mirror, hung above the fireplace, which for the summer night had been filled by an ebony screen. Two doors set with ponds of dark red and green glass let on to a conservatory, strangely dominated by ancient ferns, and tall palm trees, the bases of whose urns were filled by white sand. From here, high windows looked down into the City.


Having finished his dinner, the man at the table poured himself a second glass of the claret. The goblet was extremely fine, of prismatic crystal. He used it with a sort of care, as if it were not habitual, as if perhaps none of it was, the gold-streaked service, the white napkin, the fruit knife of silver.


A sip at the wine, and then a cigarette lit at a candle – he never used a match.


He had dressed for dinner, as he always did, it had always been the custom of this house. In his black and white he too was black and white. A black wealth of hair, black eyes leaded in by black lashes and brows. A pale handsome face that had no expression on it. A still face, like a shell left behind by some earlier sea. It had nothing to say. It wanted nothing. It was not at peace but yet it was engrossed with quietness.


Smoking, he rose and went into the conservatory of ferns and palms, which was kept very hot. He crossed to the windows and looked down and down the slopes of opulent streets, crenellated by towerlets and scaled by tiles, in their wreaths of glowing lamps. A hundred windows burned merrily, faint laughter or pianos, or mandolins daintily plucked, might echo out across the opened summer night.


He had no quarrel with that, no liking for it either.


He stared down beyond the frosted cakes of rich men’s houses, down to where the warren of Black Church swelled, trailing to the river, on which the moon hung round and cool.


But other things were in the sky. The vapour trails of two flycycles, one going from east to west, and one from north to south. And there, a bank of cloud, probably fashioned on purpose by a smoking rocket. An advertisement played on the cloud. A girl toying with a kitten. Over and over, the girl’s hand petted, and over and over the cat’s paw tapped at a ball. Above in emerald letters the words: Tiny Tiger Tea.


The man turned his back upon this manifestation with a pale disgust. He walked from the conservatory into a mahogany study, and there drew shut the sombre curtains against this impure night.


He had been born in the workhouse, and as the screams of his mother died away, she went with them.


They named him Saul from the Bible, he was a dark child from the very beginning, and they did things in this way, there. They were very concerned with religion. Before every meal, which consisted of gruel, sometimes with an under-cooked potato or onion, a grace was said. Twice a day on Sunday, there was a service. They were told to be humble and grateful to a terrible God who had already, for their sins, these children of two and five and seven, cast them down into a grey hell.


But something else went on in this house of work, beyond hard labour, religion and gruel. Mr Lylch, the overseer, had organized a little band of girls, the prettier ones of about fourteen and fifteen, to go out begging, the proceeds of course to come to him. And for the assistance of these girls, babies and infants were sent out with them. In his earliest years, Saul was one of these. Wrapped in a threadbare shawl, he was toted from corner to corner, and sometimes swapped over into another shawl, or even a girl’s dress, that another beggar might employ him again. His first memory, one which haunted him after and recurred in various form in dreams, was of being tossed across the pavement from one pair of thin dirty hands to another. A miracle he was caught. But perhaps not, for a smashed baby that had been useful would have annoyed Mr Lylch.


Lylch was a red beery man, much given to pious utterance. He grew up into Saul’s awareness as the years passed, big and grotesque, clown-like and dangerous. He had a jolly laugh, which frequently came bubbling from him in the seconds before he struck out with lash or fist.


At seven Saul was put forth again into a small sooty room, where in company with three other boys, as skinny and grim as he, he was set to making matchboxes.


These awful boxes too were to stay in Saul’s mind. The make had the name of Three Flames, and on the front of the box was inscribed a fiery torch of three points. Their novelty was their flat but triangular shape, very difficult to fit together perfectly, so to start with there were many mistakes and many thrashings. The three sides of the box were one red, one white, and one black, and long after the day’s work was over, the shape of them would be imprinted behind Saul’s sunken eyes.


At dinner time, about twelve, he and the other boys were let out to seek some food, and Saul would go into a baker’s for a little roll, and after that to a public house for a half tankard of sour beer. For this sumptuous lunch he received weekly just enough pennies.


One noon, as he leaned on a wall munching his roll, a man came strolling by.


He was dressed, this man, in a weird parody of high fashion, with a soaring hat and silken neckerchief, even a pocket-watch. But all was slovenly and tawdry, and indeed, the pocket-watch did not go.


‘Good-day to you, my young sir,’ said the apparition, pausing beside Saul as if to inspect the view, which was of the back of the grimy warehouses and a slimy alley or two.


Saul, who had had courtesy smitten into him, and knew no better – he was then nine years of age – replied in kind.


Pleased apparently, the man in the high hat next asked Saul if this was not a very unsatisfying meal he had, and would he not like a chop or something of that sort.


Saul knew no better, knew nothing in fact save how to slot together Three Flames matchboxes, but his life had made him, along with polite, and fearful, also wary.


He thanked the man and turned his shoulder, aiming now for the ale-house.


Nothing deterred, High Hat went with him.


Companionably he said, ‘Now, I could show you a very nice house, where you’d be well taken care of. Dressed like a little gentleman, and given wine with your beef.’


Saul did not now reply, but he wanted his drink – it filled him as the roll never did – and did not know how to shake off this odd friend.


They entered the public house, and here High Hat bought Saul a pint of strong ale, and sat with him as he drank it. When Saul was drunk, High Hat took him by the arm but, drunk or not, Saul was agile, and he gave the man the slip and ran off down the alleys to his employment.


Low and behold, High Hat was next seen there, lurking in the outer cubby, in converse with the manager of the sooty room. He did not again, however, approach Saul.


That night, in the house of work, after the supper of gruel, Saul was ordered to the parlour of Mr Lylch. Saul went in horror, for only when some punishment of special merit was to be meted out did the girls and boys of that place receive such an invitation.


Having knocked on the door, he was admitted by Lylch himself, and so passed into the one comfortable room of the establishment. A fire burned lovingly on the hearth, a jar of tobacco stood ready, and a jug of gin by a bowl of sugar.


‘Well, well,’ said Lylch, ‘and here the beauty is.’


Saul did not look round for the ‘beauty’, although he had never before been so spoken of. His eyes instead were fixed on High Hat who, with glass of gin, was seated by the fire, smoking a long pipe.


‘Here the beauty is indeed. I must say, you’ve kept him very thin, Lylch. But we can feed him up.’


‘Thin is healthy for a lad,’ said Lylch, ‘as it says in the Good Book, Know when you have taken enough.’


‘His eyes alone,’ said High Hat, ‘are worth some coin. Who could resist them?’


‘I will say,’ said Lylch, ‘I’ve never seen much in this boy, but then I’m not that way inclined. However, you’ll have to make it worth my while. He’s canny with his boxes and brings in a regular wage.’


‘Not a penny more than I’ve already offered,’ said High Hat. ‘Such boys are worth fifty a pound on the street. And without care, he’d be nothing.’ Rather changing his tune.


Saul stood puzzled, only dimly aware he was not to be chained up or beaten, and so in a type of stupor of relief.


Lylch and High Hat though soon concluded a deal over their gin.


‘Give the boy a nip,’ said High Hat. ‘It’s a cold night outside.’


And so reluctantly Mr Lylch poured his workhouse orphan a tiny glass of liquor, which Saul drank coughing, his gin-worth eyes streaming.


Then High Hat bundled a blanket about him and took him out into the street.


There in the wide night, up against the workhouse bricks, which were all the home he had known, Saul was afraid, but High Hat quickly bounced him into a shabby carriage, and they were off.


‘You’ll thank me,’ said High Hat, filling the coach with pipe smoke. ‘It will be the making of you. A life of luxury. Lucky boy.’


‘Where are you taking me?’ asked Saul. He did not truly care. All places were potentially alike to him. What, despite the fulsome words, could he hope for?


‘That nice house I spoke of,’ said High Hat. ‘Now don’t chatter. They can’t abide boys that chat.’


Thus in silence they drove on through the rumbling City night, and off over the river, that great clock, the Time Piece, groaned out the hour of eight.


After a while longer, they stopped, and High Hat left the carriage with Saul in a firm grip.


They had halted in a poor, curving street, with old houses lined up like cardboard pictures, leaning, and only a pair of street lamps, one at either end of the avenue. Above, however, was a house that had a lamp to itself standing by its steps, and up these steps the pair ascended.


A rap on the door, and a little portal opened, and an exchange of words. Then the door swinging back, and Saul looked into a wide hallway hung with scarlet velvets and long yellow tassels, with an awful plant like a huge stiff black spider craning from a pot.


‘This way at once,’ said High Hat, taking Saul through this hallway and into a back apartment, which was got up rather in the same way. A statue stood in one corner. It was of white stone, and showed two youths embracing. Saul looked at it in wonder. And then there came in a very curious being.


This was a man in a red velvet dressing-gown, with short black leather hair. His face was painted brightly, blue above the eyes, black under them, pink for the cheeks and cherry colour on the lips. From one ear dangled a golden earring like a chandelier.


‘Ah, and here he is. What a treasure you are,’ said the being to High Hat. ‘I’ve never known you fail me.’ And then to Saul the being said, ‘Come here, little boy. There. What a lovely child. How old are you?’


‘Nine, I think, sir,’ said Saul.


‘Now, don’t call me sir. I am to be called Guinevere. There. But we can pass you off for seven, so slim and slight. What pretty bones. Now, then, you’ll be a good boy and do what Guinevere tells you, and you’ll have a beautiful life of ease and joy. Sit down now on the sofa, and you shall have a glass of sweet red wine.’


Then a dream began, which lasted one whole fortnight.


There was upstairs a porcelain bath of hot water in which essences were sprinkled, and an indoor easement with a smooth wooden seat. There was also upstairs a small bed, rather ordinary, not like the rest of the house, but piled with blankets and rugs, and its sheets very clean and white and without any lice. There were four meals a day. A great breakfast of kidneys and eggs and smoked fish, and a dinner of pies and greens, a tea of cake, and a supper of toasts and cold meats and oysters and jelly. There was white milk with the cream thick on it, and custards, and wine with every meal but breakfast, and strong tea, and brown oily coffee, and boxes of sweets.


There were new clothes, crisp soft linen, and a silk cravat, and a warm coat, and proper britches, and even a little hat to be worn when one of the servants of the house, who were all unfailingly helpful if not exactly kind, took Saul to walk on a wild green common behind the house, up paths where men rode by on horses, and birds sang.


He had been told he must on no account speak to anyone, except the servants or Guinevere, when Guinevere saw him. And every two or three days, Guinevere would have Saul come into the velvet room, by a back stair now, and Guinevere would admire Saul, and say that he, Guinevere, was delighted.


Saul did not ask himself what in return would be wanted of him. In the past everything had been demanded of him without recompense, and usually without explanation. He had been slapped, thrashed, put to work, starved, all without a true word said as to why. Therefore, now this wonder had occurred, why did not present itself. Things were. And he was only nine, and all he knew was matchboxes.


At the end of the fortnight a blue evening came, when the usual discrete busy-ness of the house began, as it always did, comings and goings, the sound of steps and shutting doors, laughter, and once a noise like a beating, which had frightened Saul – strange hoarse cries, muffled in the depths of the house, went with it. But the servants had told Saul it was only someone playing a game, having fun, he must not mind.


Tonight, as they lit the lamps, one of the men drew Saul down to the room of Guinevere, as had happened so regularly, and Saul went blithely, used to it.


There on the sofa Guinevere sat, playing with a fur muff he liked to stroke. In a velvet chair was a gentleman, very upright and stern, in evening dress.


‘Now here is a friend of mine,’ said Guinevere of the gentleman. ‘A very close friend. And I want you to please him. You’ll do that for me, won’t you, dear?’


Saul, not understanding any of this, nodded.


Then Guinevere gave Saul a large glass of the sweet wine, and Saul drank it, and the gentleman looked at him in a curious fierce way, that troubled Saul, but perhaps it was only his manner.


‘Be gentle, dearie,’ said Guinevere, as the gentleman rose and Saul was asked to get up and go with him. ‘His first time, as I promised you.’


The gentleman and Saul came out together now into the house, and for the first Saul glimpsed into a big low room hung with purple, and full of statues of naked young men. Some of the men in the room were also in a state of undress, but it occurred to Saul that maybe they were making ready for some event.


Up a broad stair the gentleman now guided Saul by a curt quick touch on his arm.


It seemed to Saul the gentleman did not like him very much. What must he do to make the gentleman happy?


They reached a corridor of doors that Saul had never seen before. In an open one, a boy was lounging, a handsome boy without a stitch on him, and a man with a beard had his arm about the boy and was whispering in his ear.
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