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Now, here, you seg, it takes dl the running you can do, to keep in the same place.
Through the Looking-Glass, Lewis Carroll

CHAPTER 1

THE GIRLIN THE RAIN:

He had been watching her for about twenty minutes.

Timothy's plan had been to clean his car, but the rain had beaten him to it. He had gone to the window of
the room his mother caled the Living Room, and hisfather, obstinately, the L ounge, and was |ooking out
at thewater duicing the street. He did not wonder if it was raining at the country hotel where his parents
were spending the weekend. The only second thought he gave them was one of pleasure in their absence.

The Mini Metro shone like bluetinfoil in the downpour. And across the road, between the green
cascades of theraining trees, wasthisgirl.

Shelooked tall, though he thought actualy she was not, very, it was her dimnesswhich crested the
impression. She had amarvelousfigure, in her tight-belted raincoat. And plastered al over her wasa
thick, soaked spillage of jet-black hair. Her face was pale; her eyeswere black with makeup, and her
lips scarlet. She was just amazing. And wet, shewas certainly that, smply standing there under the
gushing tap of therain, staring across at the house.

Timothy assumed she could not see him through the net curtain. And yet he had the notion she was
waiting for him to make some sgnd.

Findly, after twenty-five minutes, he madeit.
He lifted the curtain and waved at her.
He might have been aghost. She did not react.

"Fucking blind," said Timothy. It was nice to say something like thisin the lounge-living room, without his
mother going up thewall. He had to be careful a work, too, where Mr. Cummings would come scuttling
aong the rows of computers like a poisonous woodlouse. " Got those figures yet, Timothy? Mr. Andrews
iswaiting." And, breathing his hditoss briskly over Timothy's shoulder, ™Y ou should wash your mouth
out. | don't want that kind of language.”

Timothy forgot his mother and Mr. Cummings. Theterrific girl was crossing over the street, toward him.

She was past his car, up on the pavement, coming through the gateposts. She had grest legs, and weird
shoes. Then she was on the steps.

Timothy turned around and stood in the big room with its pallid mother-chosen, satin-finish wallsand
parent-sel ected furniture and objects. He, now, waited.



The doorbd | buzzed.

Timothy had one curious moment. Hefdt faintly affronted, led. Threatened? Then that went, it was
childish, and hetold himself that maybe he could be on to something good here.

When he opened the door, he grinned at once, to let her see he liked the look of her. She was
sensationa, even though her eye makeup was running in the wet, which he wished it had not been. Her
clothes were pretty odd, too. The raincoat looked asif it had come out of adustbin. Hisgrin sagged a
little.

"Hi," said Timothy, defensively.
Thegirl sad, "Mrs. Watt?'
"No, sorry." Was herdlieved?

"Yes," sadthegirl. Her voice was clear and quiteflat, like asoft musical chimewrongly played. "Mrs.
Wait lives here”

"She doesn't. Never heard of her."
"Thisisthehouse" said the girl. She paused. She said, " Sheliveswith her daughter. Liz. Liz and Brian."

Something plucked at Timothy's memory. Had the people Dad bought the house from last year been
cdled Liz and Brian? Everyone had got quite matey when the deal was struck.

"| think—they've moved. The people before us."

Thegirl stared into hisface. Her eyes were not only made up black, they were black. Black as black
paint. He had never seen awhite woman with eyes as dark asthat, maybe not a black woman either.

"She'sgone," said the girl. There was a note of something after al. Wasit regret?

"I'm afraid s0." It was fairly obvious no possessive, well-heeled mother had packed the girl off onsucha
journey. Frankly, shelooked asif she had been living rough. Her ankle boots, a glance had told him,
were broken, and newspaper protruded soggily from the cracks. She had a split plastic shoulder bag.

"What'll you do?" asked Timothy.
The girl stood and looked at him, and behind her therain poured asif forever.

And behind him wasthe pae yellow house, with al itsrooms at his disposal, open as ahand to Saturday
afternoon and Saturday night and all Sunday until ten in the evening, when they would be back.

"Why don't you comeinaminute,”" said Timothy. "Y ou must be wet.”

She did not hesitate, neither did she thank him. Shewalked straight into the hall, where the big mirror
reflected her darkly above the wilting flowers his fussy, weekending mother had forgotten to throw out.

He thought of thingsin horror moviesthat had to be invited over the threshold. But only for asecond. At
once shetook off her raincoat. She wore a scruffy, skimpy black skirt into which was tucked agray
T-shirt with holes. Therain had got through the topcoat easily and she was damp. Everything clung. She
was dender as abone, with big perfect breasts that had little wicked points. Her hair hung to her bottom
in black stripes and waterdrops ran off it. The presage of excitement wasfulfilled. He was aroused.



"You'd better have atowd," said Timothy.

Heleft her in the hall and started up the stairs. At the linen cupboard, out of her sight, he made ajoyful
gestureto himsdlf. Then hurried back with the big fluffy towe!.

Better not leave her donetoo long, just in case.

Firg of al he madeteain thefitted kitchen. As he was doing this she said she was hungry. So he
grudgingly put some bread in the toaster. She sat on one of the stools at the breakfast bar, with her hair
up inthe towd. The eye makeup wasin unwiped trickles down her face, but her red lipswere pristine,
even after she ate the toast, very quickly, asif she were starving. So he had to offer to make some more,
She accepted.

He had redlized, if she had been living rough, she was probably dirty. She did not smell. Therain must
have cleaned her somewhat, but it would not be enough.

"Would you like abath?Y ou must be cold.”
"All right," shesad.

He ran the hot water for her into the avocado bath, and put in some of his mother's expensive bath foam.
He had aways liked the scent of this, although recently not on his mother. She wastoo old for that sort
of perfume, though he till felt he had to giveit to her at Christmas.

The girl went into the bathroom with a T-shirt of hisown Timothy had sportingly offered her. He hoped
she had clean underclothesin her nasty plastic bag. He could hardly give her his mother's, that would be
goingtoofar.

He wanted to see his protegee improved. Know she was cleaned up. If shelooked al right, he might
take her out to dinner at the Itdian.

When she came back, she looked wonderful. She had washed her hair and dried it, bathed, and redone
her makeup. Her hair, dry, waslike frayed black silk, and the new black T-shirt, though it clung rather
less, still emphasized her breasts. God knew what he would do about shoes, though. She was now
barefoot. Her feet were good, not ugly like so many girls feet. She must have trimmed her toenails, as
she had trimmed the long nails on her fingers, and both sets were now bloodred.

"That'sgreat,” said Timothy. "Y ou did ook abit— well... What happened? Y ou ran away from home?"
"Yes" sadthegirl, without fatering.

"Youll haveto go back," he said. At twenty-two he was more responsible than she. Besides, he would
have to unload her before Sunday night.

"l can't," said the girl. She had not told him her name, dthough he had revealed hisas Tim.
"Of course you can. Parents are bloody awful, | know, but they do have their uses.”

She regarded him carefully. Her eyes were even more fascinating now the shadow and mascara had been
realigned. She looked like asinger. He wished Rob could get alook at her. For amoment he basked in
the future enjoyment of telling Rob al about her. Then he and she went into the lounge-living room and
had gin and tonics.

"No, you're going to have to go back. Y ou can phone them, if you like. Tell them you'rewith agirlfriend,



or something. Y ou can stay heretonight. Plenty of room." He thought of rolling with her in his narrow
bed, squeezed together. Thank God he had kept stocked up. Like Rob said, you never knew your luck.

Thegirl sat on the sofa, her long legs—even though she was not tall, she had the right
proportions—visible amost to the tops of her thighs. No unwanted hair. No tights. Perhaps no pants?

"l can't go back,” she said again.
"Come on. Don't be dramatic. Why not?"

"My father," she said. She drank her gin dowly and eadily, like lemonade on a hot afternoon. "My
father abused me."

Timothy put down his glass. He was shocked.

"Y ou mean he—you mean he—what do you mean?"'
"l mean he dept with me.”

"Jesus," said Timothy. "That's fucking disgusting.”
"es"

Timothy took both their glasses and poured generous gin and tonics. He would have to remember to get
replacementsfrom Viney's.

When he handed the girl her drink she was demure and till, asif she had told him nothing very much.

"Does your mother know?" he asked. Under the shock was adim prurience, curiosity. She had been
broken into, and in unacceptable circumstances. This made her less attractive. And more.

"Y es, my mother knew. And my grandmother.”

"Didn't they try to stop it?'

"Ohno."

She was matter-of-fact. Suddenly she said, asif awarding him afavor, "My name's Ruth.”
"Yeah," said Timothy, and drank hisgin.

Could he still chance her in the Italian? He would have to. He was not going to cook, and aready she

had had two rounds of toast, a packet of biscuits, and three gpples from the fruit stand. Her legs... He
would haveto loan her somejeans. And she could wear his old trainers, the ones he had had when he
was thirteen. He had smdll feet for aman.

Maybe she was lying about her dad.
She was only seventeen. Girls had fantasies. Remember Jean, who said she had dept with David Bowie?

Later, two or three gins later, when he was wondering if perhaps he need not wait until after the Italian
dinner, she sidetracked him. She asked, politely, if she could see the house. The drink had seemed to
make no impression on her.

Showing her the house bored him. He was not proud of it, none of it was his, not even his own room,
redly.



But then, this Mrs. Watt person, who had presumably been her only friend, and not much of one at that,
had lived here.

Ruth had dready seen thefitted kitchen with its dishwasher, computerized washing machine, ranks of
polished knives and utensils, fanged juicers, and endless other gadgets. And the lounge-living room, with
chinain cupboards, fat TV, Homes and Gardens on the coffee table, and the music center. Ruth had
actudly investigated that. But his mother's seldom-played highlightsfrom Swvan Lake, Beethoven and
Dvorak had not held her interest.

The dining room was small, and superfluoudy glistened from the cleaner's superfluous attentions.

Updtairs, Timothy showed Ruth bedrooms, and his father's study, quickly. The house had been extended
at sometime, and there were rooms of various Szes, some now lying fallow. Timothy's was the big room
with the inclusive bathroom. Here Ruth paused, looking around at his posters briefly, showing even less
interest than before in his music center and discs of Leve 42. Thisroom too had been recently

decorated, but it was not Timothy's taste. He had let his mother choose, not really knowing what histaste
in roomswas.

Ruth did look down from here onto the garden, and she remarked, nearly incongruoudy, "Theresthe
cedar tree."

Apparently Mrs. Watt had mentioned thistree.
Nothing else was said.

They descended again, and Timothy wondered if Ruth would like to see his car, but she would be seeing
it anyway when they went out. That should be soon. He was anxious by now with desire, but also
hungry. An early dinner, and they could make along night of it. Bring back some wine. And avideo.
Something shewould like,

Somehow, she struck him after dl asdightly childish.

Helent her the jeans and trainers, and offered her a spray of the scent that went with the bath foam. In
his parents bedroom he felt atouch savage, and aso put upon Ruth's milk white earsapair of large gold
earrings. But Ruth, with a peculiar expression, removed these.

Another ingtant of unease then. She had come to him as a gypsy, but what had she been before? Had the
possibly fantasized abusing father been very rich and cultured, hanging on the ears of his courtesan
daughter orient jade and priceless pearl ?

The blue-for-a-boy car took them neatly down to the Monte Doro, which happily opened a six on
Saturdays.

The tables were robed in russet and apple green, and from the ceiling hung a chanddlier of ice-green
Per-rier bottles. It was not crowded yet, and the manager came rustling out and lit their candle hastily.

Timothy was glad he had brought hisVisa card. Ruth had a starter of tomato salad with mozzarellaand
mushrooms, and went on to chicken wrapped in ham, with acream and brandy sauce, new potatoes,
broccoli and carrots. She wanted dessert too, atrifle topped by nuts and cherries, and then some goat's
cheese and biscuits. Timothy was used to girls who had to watch their weight. Obvioudy Ruth did not, or
else shewas making up for thetimelogt in the wilds.

They had abottle of frascati with their meal, and Timothy bought another bottle, with the help of his card,
to take away with them.



He drove back carefully. He knew he was over the limit but it was not very far, and he reckoned he was
agood driver; the drink had not affected him. Besides, he had had only one glass of winein the
restaurant.

The video he had picked up was Dragondayer . He thought Ruth would like this, although he supposed
it wasfairly absurd. The photography, landscapes, and animation had not pleased him, but he believed
the love scene might do something for Ruth. She was young, and femde.

To hissurprise, the dragon seemed to concern her most.
He had dipped hisarm around her asthey watched on the sofa before the big screen of the TV.

She grew tense. She did not like it when the hero attacked the dragon. She said, low and harsh, "He's
hurt it," and then, " Shake him off. Kill him." She did not mean the dragon should die.

Andwhenit did shewas hard, likeiron, under Timothy's supporting, barely caressve arm.

He had attempted to kiss her before, at the moment of the kissin the film, and she had resisted. He did
not press her.

When thefilm was over, he said, "Y ou liked the dragon best.”
"It was beautiful," shesad.
"How'd you like to be sacrificed to it? Burned up?'

Ruth said primly, "I'd have talked to it. The magician knew how, but he didn't. All the people were
gupid. Horrible.

Timothy opened the new bottle of frascati. To hisdismay, Ruth asked if she could est an orange. Hewas
afraid she had an dcohol hunger and might be sick. But she ate the orange, and another, and nothing else

happened.
"Y ou know," said Timothy, settling beside her again, "you're gorgeous. Y ou are. And your hair..."

She let him stroke her hair, and next her shoulder, but when he brought hislips near hers again, she said,
"No, thank you."

Timothy sat up.

"I'm not your father. Y ou haveto get over that."
"No| don't."

"Oh, Ruth—"

A car growled, out in the sireet, alion returning to itslair. He knew itsvoice, but thiswas not feasible.
No. He heard the car draw to a standgtill behind the Mini Metro.

They could not— They had meant to be gone all weekend. No.

Intuitively, Timothy's eyes darted about the room. The strewn gin glasses, the wine, the orange ped not
quite on the plate, the video box—and Ruth. Smelling of his mother's perfume, barefoot, red in lip and
nall. Black asnight of eye.



"Oh, Chrigt. Oh, fucking shit—"
Feet on the steps.

A rumble of voices.

The key inthelock.

"Timothy?' ¢

HAPTER

KNEELING IN CRIMSON ARMOR BEFORE his shidd was aknight. Besde him ran ablue glass
stream, at his back lay an emerald wood where atower burned. The window was more like atarot card
than anything. It reflected dl over the polished, deeply scratched round table that stood below. The
scratches spelled out aword, but not in English.

The housewas quiet and full of heat. And if she closed her eyes, the effect of shuttered hot silence and
colored light, the smell of dust and powders, beeswax, cobwebs, damp, evoked the first house.

And yet everything was changed.
Changed—and duplicated. Perhaps not too much. Perhaps only so far aswas bearable, or necessary.

She had watched what they would do. She had been borne along by it. But she could not redly say she
had participated. She was still a spectator. That was her role. Witness to the Scarabae.

Rachaela stood in the dark room under the blue, red and green window, and listened.

The sound came, just discernible, the firm summer breeze tossing the tal pines and oaks of the common.
Almost, but not quite, like the sound of the sea. ..

Then acar noised dimly by, passing along the road two hundred feet below the house, where the
common ended. There was not much traffic. Sometimes, people went that way, and usudly stared at the
house between the trees. It was quite large, with curious balancing architecture, turrets, and al the stabs
of the stained-glass windows. Every one of the windows was of stained glass. All the outer doorswere
doubled, like air locks. There was a conservatory, and awalled garden. Like the first house. On three
Sdes, the common spread away.

But down beyond the road there was a scatter of big houses, and then clusters of smaller ones, and next
one of those villages of London, with its pubs and shops, library, and civic buildings. The steeples of
churches sprang from the landscape. On Sundays the bellsrang in the distance and an ice-cream van was
just audible, playing "The Thieving Magpie.”

Michael and Chetadid their shopping in the London village stores, perhaps classed as an eccentric
foreign couple.

Books were brought from the library, and punctudly returned. Also tapes and discsfor Eric's machine.
Tapestoo were carried from Bonanza Videos. They liked the videos, particularly horror films and
thrillers. These they watched with straight moral faces, reminding her of gray hamstersthinking.

Such things were very different from before. There had been no television in the first house. But here
there were several. The greater one crouched in the drawing room. Eric, Sasha, and Miranda had each a
st intheir bedroom. A set had been presented to Michael and Cheta, and one ingtalled in Rachaglas



room. They had given her amusic center too, and her own video, which she never used. She seldom
watched her TV either. But one or al of the other setswere ways on the go.

There were dectric lights now.

In the kitchen, with its cream and black tiles and the collector's piece, an old, rusted, green mangle,
standing by the wall, were now the mod cons. awashing machine, a dishwasher, an eectric cooker, food
processors, fridge. In the pantry stood a huge chest freezer where the servants inserted enormous joints
of meet and the frozen swords of vast fish.

The house was not so large as the first house.

There were more bathrooms, adjoining al the bedchambers and sitting ready on each floor. The
bathrooms were white and collectible, like the mangle, having claw-foot baths and brass Edwardian
showers. They had green tarot glass windows. Rachagla had found that her bathroom window would
open, and aso the window in her room. This must have been especidly arranged for her. She had aview
out across the common. The undulating, heavily treed dopes, like awilderness, aglade; where only
occasiondly some solitary walker might go by (staring up). At night, sometimes, an owl called.

The scarred table was in the drawing room.
Rachagla sat down at it. She did not touch the scratches.
Was she trying to understand them at last, the Scarabae, or only herself?

Rachaela, seated on the ground, her back againgt atree, had watched the surviving Scarabae, asthe
house burned to the earth. They stood in alittle loose group, at a safe, silent distance. Their clothes were
scorched half-off. Bare, skinny witch arms, old, hard, naked legs, holesthat showed antique sooty
camisoles, withered lace.

In the house, burned, all therest: Livia, Anita, Unice, Jack, George, Teresa, Stephan, Carlo and Maria.
And with them, the dready dead, Anna, Alice, Dorian and Peter, sunned by Ruth's hammer and impaled
through the heart by hammered knitting needles. The staking of vampires. And, of course, Adamus,
Ruth'sfather, and grandfather.

Beautiful, black-haired Adamus, cold asice, now warmed through by fire. Hanged from arope. Suicide.

And Ruth, murderess and arsonist, leaving the house ablaze from her handy candle, had fled acrossthe
heath. She had had the mark of Cain on her too. The bruise on her face where Adamus had struck her.

It was hard to dismissthisimage of the fleeing Ruth. Asit was hard to curtail the other image of her inthe
blood-colored dress, when the Scarabae betrothed her to Adamus, father, grandfather, and their names
were written in the book.

But Ruth was not ready, not old enough, only eleven. Shewould have to wait for consummation. And
Adamus had logt interest in her, vanished back into his dark tower to play the piano done. And that was
when Ruth, disappointed, turned on them with her needles.

The Scarabae were vampires. Or they thought they were. She killed them the proper way. And when she
saw Adamus on the rope, she burned the house.

Ruth was a demon. Rachaela had always known. The black and white ugly beauty. The powers of
dlence



Probably Rachaelawas only too glad to see Ruth disappear into the darkness beyond thefire.

When thefire finished, there was only the darkness. And the Scarabag, dl that were | €eft of them, Eric,
Sasha, Mirandaand Miriam, Michael and Cheta, they stood thereinit.

The Scarabae never went out in the daylight. Only Michagl and Cheta, that was, muffled up and masked
in sunglasses.

And darkness was on the land like mourning, but after that the sun would rise. What then?
Thesunrose.

They gazed up into the lightening sky, not fearfully but with abitter sadness. They had seeniit al before,
through their two hundred or three hundred years of life. Violence and destitution. Exile. The tyranny of
the sun.

She heard Miranda say firmly, "We must go to the village."
Then Michagl came over to Rachaela, and hisblack dusty eyes seemed diluted by the light.
"Miss Rachadla. We mugt goto thevillage."

Sherose, wearily. Thereweretiny burnsal over her, she could have screamed asif vicioudy nipped by a
hundred miniature beasts.

"All right. How will they—"

But he had turned away.

Like survivors of aplane crash in the desert, they moved out over the heath.
They went the habitua way. Theway Ruth had gone?

Skirting the stone like alightning, going through the gorse and flowers, the dragon places, inland. Stands
of pine. Gullswhedling overhead. Birdsloud in thickets, flying off at their gpproach.

It seemed to take hours before they reached the road. The Scarabae moved out onto it, as onto some
desert trail. Rachaglarecalled the cars which employed the road, now, but there were no cars.

On the road, she began to see them better.

They moved gaunt and upright. Their faces had been blackened and through the grime, like their bodies
through the burned clothes, gaped pae old spaces of flesh. None of them seemed to have received actua
burns. Y et material and even hair was singed away. They looked impossible, comic, and thiswas
somehow dreadful. Rachaglafelt vaguely frightened. She did not redlly know why. Was she the child and
they the adults, and at their faltering she too lost her grip? That was absurd. She had been away from
them twelve years. With Ruth.

Shewasin her forties. She did not ook it. She looked twenty-eight or twenty-nine. Adamus—young,
beautiful—had supposedly been in his seventies. No, that too, ridiculous.

Once she ssumbled and tumbled on her knees. They did not wait for her, but they were progressing so
dowly she caught them up with ease.

Miranda perhaps cried. If S0, she did thisvery quietly, smoothing her face now and then with a piece of



burned stuff. Eric did not cry. He marched in dow motion forward, like asoldier in adream. Sasha
merely moved. Michael and Chetawere possibly more resilient. It was difficult to be sure. They
appeared—Dhut it was hopeless to describe them, even to herself. They were beyond al things, fitted
nothing. They must dl of them be doomed.

But it was Miriam who suddenly fell straight down on the road.

The Scarabae, Miranda and Eric and Sasha, gathered around her. They did not lean to her. Eric said,
"Miriam."

Miriam did not dtir.
"Miched," sad Eric.

And Michael came up at once and raised Miriam in hisarms. She seemed like an old valuable doll. She
had been wearing a plum dress with beads, and the remaining beads took the sun and flashed cheerfully,
asthough Miriam might after dl beonfire.

They went on, Michael carrying Miriam, Cheta stolidly walking, Eric marching, Mirandaand Sasha
gliding hdtingly asif detached, adeep. Rachagla tumbling behind.

Not asingle car. Would a car have been helpful? More likely the driver would have put hisfoot down.
The hedges, in treacly summer legf, barricaded off thefields.

They passed the spot where the farm had been pulled down. Two or three black crows picked at the
ground.

Every moment Rachaela expected Eric, Sasha, and Mirandato collapse.

The sun had not, seemingly, burned their flesh, just asfire had not. But in some way, the sun made them
transparent, like phantoms, athough that, of course, was only atrick of the eyes. Fantasy. Rachaglawas
hersdf unwell, shocked. Obvioudy she must be.

In the end, they were on the hilltop and below was the village, the new village, asit had become over the
twelveyears.

Everything was shut, naturaly. It was very early.
They went down past the estate of brown houses, like lepers past the doors of the feast.

Ignoring the dwellings and the shops, the Scarabae moved without consultation, or hesitation, to the
newly built pub, The Carpenters.

It was bright and fresh in the early sun, geraniumsin window boxes, bay trees by the door. Above, the
ranbow sign of jolly men hammering. Hammering.

Michadl put Miriam down, among the others.
They waited in the noiseless sunny street and Michadl went to aside door. He rang the bell.

Rachaeglarecollected coming to thisvillage long ago, early, knocking up the publican of the other, shabby
pub. He had not been friendly.

Michad only rang once.



After aninterval, someone opened the door. It was ayoung man, collected even brought from deep, his
hair combed, in agreen and silver dressing gown and leather dippers.

"There has been an accident,” said Michadl.

The man stared. He saw the Scarabae. He winced.

"Y ou'll need the police.

"No. Well take rooms here. We shall need atelephone.”

"Well, look," said the young man in green and slver, smiling, "it'sjust that it is very early—" Hehad a
nice London accent. He kept smiling. He meant to do well. He was lovely to the customers and could
limit himself to three G and T'sanight. He did not stand for nonsense.

Did not expect nonsense, particularly at six in the morning.

"Wemust comein," said Michael. He sounded barbaric. Sure. He produced and held out awad of
notes, twenties, fifties. The nice young man gaped.

"For God's sake—"
"This" sad Michad, "isan emergency.”

Had Rachaglanot said that, years ago? Would thiswork? Had the green and silver man seen Miriam,
lying againgt Sasha on the road?

He only looked exasperated now.

"Oh—dl right. Okay. Just hold on. I'll open up.”

The Scarabae waited. Without tension. Without relief. They were not arrogant or insecure.
The pub door was opened afoot.

"Comein. Quickly. Okay."

They stood in the lofty interior now. A fakelog fire which would burn in the vast hearth. Old china,
perhaps made last week.

Eric said, "Wewill have champagne.”

"Now look," said the young man. "I haven't—I mean, you can'."

Eric sad nothing dse.

Sasha said, standing by Miranda, whose dark eyes looked clear as forgotten ponds, "In aroom.”

The young man registered that Michael was now carrying awoman, scorched and hapless asthe rest, but
aso proneand lifeless.

"Y ou want adoctor.”
"No," said Eric. "Wewant champagne.”

Theroomswere little and chintzy. The beamswere not red. Fal se flowers, dyed deep purple and cerise,



poked from jugs.

Michael had laid Miriam on abed, and in this room the others sat. They did not say anything, but Michael
had paid the man, and he brought them, grudgingly, two bottles of agood champagne, onice.

Michael had aso gpparently used atelephone, for no one approached the telephone in the room.
Who had been called?

Rachaglawas given aglass of champagne.

She drank it, and tears flooded her eyes.

No one spoke to her, and she wiped the water from her face with toilet tissue from the bathroom.
They dl drank. All but Miriam.

On the chinz coverlet Miriam lay, patiently dead.

In the afternoon, things started to happen.

They had been |eft done, with the champagne, and Miriam. Rachaegla had eventualy got up and goneto
the room Cheta said was hers. Here she lay on the bed and dept, the strange daylight deep of acohol
and fear.

About four—the twiddly shepherdess clock in the room said it was four—she was woken by a sort of
soft commotion in the corridor.

She got up and went out, and there in the doorway of the first room, where Miriam was and the other
Scarabae, the nice young man who ran the pub was standing. He wore casua fawn dacks, Itaian shoes,
and ablue shirt and aesthetic tie. He was white as chalk, and, even from her doorway, Rachagla could
seethat he was shaking.

"It'sjust—you have to understand—I didn't know. I'm sorry. Please, you must believe me.”

Rachaglawaked out into the corridor, the carpet furry under her bare feet. Unlike the man, she must
evidence wildnessfrom deep, her torrent of black hair un-brushed, her smoke-grimed face not yet
washed.

But he turned to her and gazed at her in terror.

He said, gppeding to her, "I'm trying to explain. | must have seemed—rude and unhelpful. It's only—it
woke me up. Anything—anything | can do—will you have amed now? Can | get you anything?
Anythinga dl?'

Hewasterrified. He had not treated them properly. It would seem someone had put him right. But who?
Why?

He was afraid he had offended the Scarabae.

Rachagla shrugged. Cruelly she watched him flounder. He was swesting. It was Mirandawho came, soft,
to the door, and said to him: "It'sal right, young man. Please don't upset yourself. We have al we need.”

Rachaelawent in again. She took abath and washed her face and her hair. The bathwater turned dark.
The stink of smoke was now so ingrained in her nogtrilsit might never go. But the burns seemed to have



hedled.

Asshewasditting in atowel, Cheta knocked and came in. She brought new clothes, which fitted exactly.
Pants, braand dip, tights, a cotton skirt and silk top, al in oatmeal colors. There were even shoes,
perfect, they might have been made for her. Some powder came too, in adainty compact, eye pencil and
mascara, the things she used. In addition there was a discreet box of deodorant, toothpaste, tampons, a
brush and comb, tissues, an expensive shampoo that made her sorry she had used the hotel soap, a
manicure s&t, atoothbrush.

She emerged again at half-past five, and went to the other room. They were gone. All of them. Miriam
too. She had heard nothing.

A wave of panic overcame her.

She stood in the room, boailing, achild bereft.

But Miranda—she thought it was Miranda—had |eft her anote on the hotel pad.
"We have gone with Miriam. We will return before dark.”

They had moved out again in the sun. Perhapsit did not matter now. Perhapsit never had. Except to
Miriam.

The curtains had been drawn over their windows, it wastrue.

Rachaglawent back to her room, and presently a servicetrolly came courteoudy and deferentialy to her
door. It was the pub's best. Avocado with alemon sauce, steak and a green salad, strawberries, wine. A
rose, red, poised in the vase.

To her surprise Rachaglawas ravenous. She atefiercely, sometimes with her fingers. When she had
ended the meal, she buried her face in her hands and wept. She did not know why. Shewasin her
forties. She did not want Ruth. Adamus had been adevil, her enemy. The Scarabae were insane.

They came back after sunset. She heard them, asachild hearsin an empty house.

They too wore new clothes, modern clothes that were ageless. They looked like ancient film gtars, dl in
black.

Rachaglawent down the corridor, and then she smelled their scent. The odorlessinanition of age.
Cologne and perfume. And, far stronger, ashes and fire.

They had been at another burning.

It was then, so curioudly, that Miranda held out her arms, like awhite crystal bird that attemptsto fly.
And Rachaelawent into the arms of Miranda, and together they wept, in the corridor of the modern pub,
like ancient sgtersin atragedy.

No one disturbed them. Not Sasha, not Eric. Not Michad, nor Cheta.

Below, the pub made sounds of festival asthe village camein for food and drink to drive the dark away.
But the Scarabae were the dark, and Rachagla clung to them. Just for aminute. There. That night.

CHAPTER 3
AMANDA MILLSWENT QUICKLY INTO HER bedroom. To immediate scrutiny, it revealed nothing



untoward. The teak fitted wardrobes, the plush carpet, the velvet bedroom chair and curtains were
undisturbed. But it was the bed which concerned Amanda Mills.

She advanced on it. The duvet and toning pillows were pristing, as she had left them. Nevertheless, she
prized them up. Not aripple on the undershest.

Amandasniffed, cautioudy, thoroughly. She detected the faint familiar aroma of fabric conditioner,
nothing more.

Her sharp shouldersrelaxed alittle. Not very much. She would go to Timothy's room next.

At her dressing table she paused. A pair of earrings lay on the polished surface, before the jars of cold
cream and night cream, the battalion of regimental bottles. Surely she had not l&ft the earrings lying there.
Had that ghastly girl—

In her late forties, AmandaMills had had the gray tinted out and her hair shaped into wings and cemented
by lacquer. Shewasthin from careful dieting. She wore the deeveless dress in antique sand she had put
on for dinner at the hotel, and smart costume jewelry, which, as she moved, clacked like a chain of
bones.

There was a strong fragrance about the dressing table which harmonized with her own. The girl had been
oraying Amanda Millss perfume.

Amanda checked her jewel box. It was spread with the expected items. Not athief then, or had not had
the chanceto be.

At Timothy's door Amandadid not hesitate. She went straight in.

Timothy's bed was as it always was, except on the days the cleaning woman madeit, flung wide,
disemboweled. Multiple rape might have taken place there dways. But going close, Amanda Mills found
no trace- of the giveaway perfume. There were no long black hairs. And the odor of the male, whichin
any case she recoiled from, was muted.

Probably nothing had happened. Coming back as they had, they had beenin timeto stop it.
Coming back of course had been bad enough, without finding this.

Clive had ruined the weekend. It had been spoiled swiftly by him. Friday night was pleasant, dmost
romantic; the stroll in the hotel gardens, the candldlit dinner. She had had alittle too much wine and hed
felt rather good, rather young. But in the large hotel bed Clive had been hisusua sdf. He was so sdifish.
She would not deign to protest, could not, had never been ableto find wordsto explan... Irritable and
nervy she had lain awake listening to him snore. The noise made her earsring.

Saturday morning had been dl right, though he had made the norma cracks about her shopping trip, asif
he would not be the first to complain if she failed to appear groomed. She had warned him not to have
the roast beef at lunch. Red meat was venomous and at his age he should watch what he ate.

Hewas grumpy al afternoon, reminiscing constantly about his days as ayoung man, before he met her,
asif that wasthe golden part of hislife, now over.

Amanda Mills had been looking forward to dinner. The hotel provided lots of health-conscious proteins
and local salads made into patterns dmost as attractive as those she hersalf constructed when at
home—naturaly, her gifts were not properly appreciated.



Clive Mills chose ved in batter. She did not say aword. She had brought an indigestion remedy with
them.

When the ved came, Clive began onit, then laid down hisknife and fork with aclatter. With an
imperious wave he summoned the waiter. "Thisved's rubbery.” Thewaiter expressed surprise, which
was amistake. Other diners glanced about at them, amused, as Clive Millsraised hisvoice and
trumpeted so that the candle flattened on itswick.

The vea wasremoved and Clive waited, rumbling.

Amanda Mills sat staring at her exquisite salad, no longer ableto edt.

When the waiter returned, there was no improvement. It was the same rubbery veal, now cold.
AsClive Mills stormed, hiswife stood up and vacated the restaurant.

Half an hour later, when he came up to their room, they argued. What had she thought he should do?
Meekly edt the inedible ved? He should not have chosen ved in thefirgt place. It would have disagreed
with him. Just because she only fed him muck at home did not mean he could not et decently when
away. Shewas sure he ate "decently” every lunchtime then, at Masons, judging by hiswaistline.

Eventudly they packed, Clive Mills paid the hotd hill, loudly proclaiming that at such pricesone
anticipated proper food, and they |eft.

The drivewaslong, and accomplished in silence, save when Clive swore at other motorists.

Asthey came up the steps of the house, Amanda had seen the glow of light in the living room through a
crack inthe dralon curtains. Timothy wasin. Thank God. She could tell him about dive's awful behavior.
Although Timothy would pretend not to listen, she knew that it was her side he would take. When he had
been alittle boy, how he had loved her. Sometimes he had got on her nerves, she had to admit, but
children were like that. When he had been dressed in his good clothes, how gorgeous he had looked.
And he had held her hand so tightly.

Theingtant after she caled his name, he sprang out into the hal. She had just noticed the flowers she-had
left dying by the mirror, but Timothy's face made her forget the flowers.

"Hereweare," said Amanda "Y our father made a scene at the hotel. There was no point in staying. So
much for the weekend.”

"Ah—right," said Timothy.

"What'sthe matter?' said Clive.

"Matter?" asked Timothy.

He seemed to want to demondtrate, by the angle of hisbody, that the living room did not exist.
"Y ou've got some of your mates around,” deduced Clive.

Amandaknew a surge of fear, beer cans on the carpet, perhaps cigarettes.

"That'sdl right,” said Clive. "I'm going up to my den. Y our mother probably wantsto sulk.”

Amandamoved past Timothy. He did not try to stop her but fell away like a spent petal.



"And whoisthis?' ssid Amanda.

The girl was stting on the couch, barefoot with bright red nails. She looked about twenty, the way they
al did from thirteen upward. Her face was expressonless, like abad painting. Shewas ugly, amid atidal
wave of blue-black hair.

"Oh, thisis—thisis Ruth, Mom." Timathy smiled.

Hiseyeswere set likejdly. ™Y ou remember? | met her months ago at Jake's party. She comes up to
visgt—to vist her—grandmother.” He did a sort of pirouette. "We met in Marks and Sparks. Sowe
hao—dinner."

"I'm glad someonedid,” said Clive.
"Ruth," said Amanda

Thegirl did not redly respond. She did not speak. Her black dow gaze had roamed from Timothy to
Amandato Clive, asthey talked. But when Amanda said her name, Ruth looked back at her. The look
was closed asthe eye of acamera. Was she on drugs?

"Well, Ruth," coldly said Amanda, "how do you do?"

"Now comeon, Tim," said Clive Mills, "thisisabit much. We come back and find you parked in here
with some girl we've never seen or heard of "

"But | told you about Ruth months ago,” protested Timothy. He looked very sincere and dightly outraged
asadwayswhen hewaslying.

"Givemeabit of credit, Tim."

Amandaturned to the doorway. Shefdt akind of hormonad boiling. "I'm going upgtairsfor aminute,”" she
sad. "Clive?'

But Clive did not join her. He had planted himsdlf like atank in asuit on the rug before thefireplace, the
teasdsin their vase outlining him oddly.

Amandawent out and up the stairs, to see what had happened, and if they had used her bed.

When she came out of Timothy's room, her husband was standing in the passage outside. He regarded
her, sneering dightly. " Snooping? Wdll, has he?'

"Don't be crude," she said. She shut the door.

"What do you mean, crude? What have | said?| asked you—"

"l don't think so."

"No, he didn't have time. We messed that up for him good and proper.”

"How can you be so flippant. Do you want him bringing dutsin off the Street to deep with?!

"Now who'sbeing crude." Clive Millswaited for her returning blow, which did not come. He Sghed. He
wondered if the girl wasadut, or just impressed by Tim, hisbig mouth and his car and the Itdian dinner
they had apparently had while he, Clive, was driving back din-nerless.



Clive sensed himsdlf vagudly, talish and heavy, in hisexpensive lounge suit with aspirit of mauve, thelilac
tie—but not the matching handkerchief which hiswife had told him was vulgar. He doubted this. He had
seen TV news presentersin just such ensembles. She was adways getting at him. She drove him mad,
with her "Living Room" and "L oo," her white meet and fish, her nouvele cuisine sdlads, her endless
tirades on socid propriety and congtipation. Amanda. She had been easy on the eye once. Now therigid
diet had made her face askull, and had |&ft the skin of her arms rather too loose, but he was too tactful to
tell her. Not like her. She was quick enough to criticize.

That bloody ved. He wished he had never ordered it. Had the sodding diet plate. Then there would
never have been dl this.

Old Tim, eh. What could you say? He must have had girls before, not till avirgin for Chrigt's sake.

Thisgirl wasabit bizarre though. Clive had told them both off fairly soundly. And Tim had gone red. But
she. She was cool as acucumber. No, not acucumber, a smooth, white grape.

Below there was asort of crash. Probably Tim dropping something in his scurry to clear up.

Amanda bounded down the corridor. She half screamed from the bannisters into the wdll of the house: |
don't like this!"

Stupid bitch.

"Shell have to stay the night, you know," said Clive. "That girl." Amanda stared back at him asif he had
announced their divorce. "It's after eleven. Apparently her gran's had to go into hospital. She's nowhere
togo."

"You dont believe that?'
"Well. Maybe not. But you can't put ateenage girl out on the street at midnight.”

Amandawas rigid. She charged to.the bedroom, and from a closet began to tear out aduvet for the
operational spare room.

Mothers got jeal ous when their sons showed interest in other women.

Perhapsif she paid Clive more attention, she would be less sensitive.

In bed, Amandasat up, her face like half an egg spread with ail, reading an article onfiber.
Clivelay with his hands behind his head watching the papered celling.

"Let'smake up, shal we?'

Amandadid not reply.

Clivethought of the girl with black hair, over in the spare bedroom under the duvet. She had no pgjamas.
Would probably deep in the T-shirt. Or in nothing. Bet Tim wished—

Clive turned his mind to tomorrow's dinner. Amandawould have to make it now, and he had aready
seen the salected fish emerge from the freezer, and the mushrooms and carrots put out to soak.
Tomorrow there she would be with her flashing knives, dicing up sdladswater thin. The fish would befull
of bloody bones, it dwayswas. Bony, like Amanda.

Thegirl wasdim. But alarge firm baosom.



Think about something else.

"Y ou know, Mandy, never go to deep onaquarre.”

Amanda rustled her magazine. He had betrayed her.

He had spoiled their weekend. He had let the girl stay the night.
Thegirl...

"Ah. Cdl of nature," said Clive guiltily. "Must be your magazine."

He went to the bathroom and shut the door. He turned on the taps in the autumn |eaf washbasin that
changed water into blood. He stood over it, and thought about the girl deeping naked, and opening the
door, going in Softly. And she was awake, smiling up a him in some dim hdf-light of the imagination.
"Shh," she said playfully, and she put his hand over one of her Big young breasts. He masturbated
roughly, hard on himsdlf, and came with alunge, noisdess and hygenic, into the running water. Then he
dried himsdlf, flushed the toilet-loo, splashed around the taps, turned them off.

The bedroom wasin darkness. He stubbed his toe on the side of the bed. His own bedroom, and he did
not know it yet. Amandalay like a stone, pretending to deep. But he knew she was awake, for dways
she snored when she dept.

CHAPTER 4

SHE WOKE AT SEVEN, AND IN THE chintzy window was athick summer mist. When she stood
there, she could just see to the edge of the pub wall, and over to the road beyond. And as she watched,
two lighted eyes, strange asadragon's, stared through the mist, and adark shape glided out of it. Then
another. Two black Rolls-Royces did down the road and melted to a stop below the wall.

Twenty minutes later, Cheta came with breskfast from the bar kitchen.
The Scarabae were moving on.

At haf-past eight, Chetaand Michael got into the second Rolls. Eric, Sasha, Miranda, and Rachada
entered the first car. The windows were polarized.

The nice young man came rushing to the car door. He had brought them a hamper, and more
champagne, unsuitable for ajourney. He fawned on them so desperately, Rachaglawished she might
throw agtick for himto run and retrieve.

The Scarabae were not very interested. They were polite, and absent.
He gave up, and closed them in their polarized cabin.

The driver of the car was a shadow behind adark partition, who did not disturb them with
communication.

The Rollswaslike aluxurious hearse.

Rachaglawondered if they would speak to each other, Eric and Sasha, Miranda and hersalf. But then
shefdl adeep.

It was along journey. They stopped in the middle of the day, and once in the afternoon. On each
occasion adifferent gray-suited man came decoroudy and ushered them into adifferent smal, clean



room of some hotdl or public house, and here they were offered lunch, and later tea

The Scarabae picked at these medls. The healthy gusto of appetite Rachaela had always associated with
them was not there. Perhaps this was due to sorrow, or only the discomposure of travel.

Rachadlaalso picked at the food.

She too was Scarabae.

At the second hdlt, she said generaly, "Where are we going?'
"Everything istaken care of," said Eric.

"Toahotd," sad Sasha, "for awhile”

"It will bedl right,” said Miranda.

They had dl been talkative, too. But now they had lost their entity. They were soul fragments flung out
into space.

No one said anything else.

After thetea, as after the lunch, they got back into the car. The champagne had not been touched, nor
the hamper.

Beyond the greenish blackness of the windows, the alien brightness of the day went by. Thelong winding
of roads up and down, once amotorway, but only briefly. The other car kept behind them, separate yet
unified. Presumably Michael and Chetahad left it at the halts, but Rachagla had not seen them do so.

Hills were on the polarized skyline. Trees massed over walls. The sun began to set, abrown roar in the
window.

The Scarabae looked sad and small and isolated.

They had never upbraided Rachaglafor letting Ruth escape the attic in which they had shut her. They had
not said to Rachaglathat it was her fault, the burning of the house, the deaths by fire. They had
recognized Ruth, it seemed, as ademon.

They had not mentioned Adamus.

Asthe night came black on the black windows, Rachaelawas wide awake, and so they reached their
destination.

The hotdl had been built as an eighteenth-century mangion. It till stood in its towering grounds, cloaked
by chestnuts, blue larches, soread yews. A thirty-foot monkey puzzle raised its tarantula crown above the
lawn.

There was the impression, probably untrue, that no one existed in the hotel save themsalves, and the
mysterious unseen Staff.

The Scarabae occupied avast meandering suite, perhaps half afloor. The rooms were designed to the
eighteenth-century formula, dmost, but not quite, exact. There were shades of azure and bronze, sugar
amond and eau-de-Nil. The heavy curtains were kept drawn but here and there a piercing needle of the
sun would fal through at some time of the day. Around these gold razors the Scarabae pecked with a
kind of morbid ritua care. They had braved sunlight. Now they could move back from it. But like all



dangers, though faced, it must not go unsal uted.
There were clocksin the rooms which kept actua time.

Chetaand Michael waited on them, asthey had donein the house. The hotel staff were merely
responsible for sending up to them the stacks of clean bed linen, towels and soaps, the dishes under
slver, silver tegpots, the bottles and decanters, and goblets of cut glass.

Fresh flowers came every day. They had been carefully chosen to echo the colors of the rooms. Blue
Africaniris, blushing lilies, yellow roses, and extraterrestrid flowers, never seen before, without aname.

In Rachaelas bathroom were shampoos and conditioners, waxes for the hair and skin, emallients,
adtringents, perfumes, essences, creams, and gels.

In her room the walnut bureau was supplied with what seemed to be aream of pale honey paper,
accessory envel opes, and two sheets of firgt-class stamps. There were Birosin aplastic tube, and a
fountain pen in asender box. In one bookcase, rose gilded encyclopedias, dictionaries, sets of
Shakespeare, Trollope, Dickens, Jane Austen, George Elliot. And in the other, pristine hardback editions
of contemporary novels and short stories.

There was awell-tuned machine which comprised aradio and cassette player, and tapes of classica
musicinacase.

A booklet in acafskin cover referred to the hotedl library, and what tapes and books were dso available.

Eric, Sasha, and Miranda perhaps discovered television at the hotdl. Certainly they would turn on the big
perfect screensin their rooms, and Sit watching them, usudly aone.

Rachadla played music. She walked in the grounds. She met no one at all in the rose garden or among
the topiary snipped to resemble peacocks and pyramids. No one out among the trees.

On some fine mornings, from an upland path among rhododendrons, she found she could see avay
across miles of country, distantly yellow with crops, turquoise with farness, otherwise fegtureless, flowing
into adream.

She did not know where they were. They were not near the sea.

Rachaela did not ask the Scarabae any more questions. She was not even restless. She read the books
and sent for others. She dept later, and sometimes again after lunch. At night she might Sit by her
window, watching the moon ride over the park.

At dawn, pigeons cooed in the monkey puzzle. Once afox ran through the chestnuts. Then she thought of
Ruth. But it was better not to think of Ruth. Rachagla pushed the thought away.

/ am a Scarabae.
Shedid not truly believeit. Y et she could not wholly reject it, ether.
Summer degpened into autumn.

Rachaeglawondered if the Scarabae were now settled. She considered her departure, but to what? What
had happened to her flat in London... ? 1t wastoo complicated. Dayslike faling leaves. The leaves
began to parch and fall.

Being at the hotel was almost being out of time. And yet the mansion was subtly modern. There were



radiators in the rooms against the coming of the frost.
Frost came.

Then came driving winds and the trees |ost their leaves. The monkey puzzle now was more than ever like
agpider, itslegs wrapped tight. Grass blue with cold, matching the azure Sitting room. Rachaglasaid to
Sasha: "Y ou'll spend thewinter here.”

"Oh, yes." Sashaadded, "The houseisn't ready yet."
The house. Had they rebuilt it? Rachagla could not bring hersdf to ask anything else.

Every Scarabae in asolitary room, TV and music and books. Rachaglafelt like a child. Therewasno
other way she could explainit to herself. Meancholy, and safe. Held fast in nostalgia

At Christmas, literdly, Michael and Cheta decked the walls with boughs of holly. There was even atree
the management must have sent, tall and resinous, hung with golden filigree balls and tied by scarlet
ribbon.

The dinner was served in the evening. The main course was not aturkey but a huge roast joint presented
with hot fruit and creamy, spicy side dishes, cabbage with raisins, whipped potato, and atype of black
sausage. Afterward there was a pudding, sweet as an ache. They drank a somber wine that camein two
bottleswith dust upon them and two matted sedls.

When the meal was over, Eric led themin aprayer. At least Rachaglathought it must be aprayer. It was
in another language—Russian, Romanian, God knew. Michael and Cheta stood by. They too murmured
the responses. Rachagla sat in silence.

When thiswas over, Sasha, Miranda, and Eric gave each other little gifts. These weretiny curiousthings,
an embroidered handkerchief, a porcelain thimble; some were conceded, especidly by Miranda, and
Rachaela did not see. Cheta and Michael were also passed small tokens, wrapped, which they did not
open. To Rachaegla came a package, in due course. She held it, defiantly. She had not redlized there
would be presents, and had contrived none.

"You know | don't deservethis.

"Ohyes" sad Miranda

"No, | don't. I'm your failure. | let you down."
"Don't speek of it," said Sasha. "Not tonight.”
Eric said, "Undo the paper.”

They were not the same as they had been. They had taken on characteristics, doughed from their entity.
Sashaabrupt, Eric commanding, perhaps secretly fierce, and Mirandakind.

Rachaela peded off the shiny white paper. She found aband of slver in which was caught a polished
ruby heart. The ruby was antique, and conceivably priceless.

"You cant give methis”
Miranda's face puckered asif shewould cry.

Rachad as heart clenched within her.



Sasha frowned.
Eric sad, "It was Annas. Miriam brought it from the house.”

Rachaglafet no pressure from them anymore. They were not forcing her to anything. The dark
spearhead of their lust, Adamus, continuance and seed, was gone. It was only a gift.

Shedippedit onto her little finger—it would not fit any of the others. Perhaps, when she was older, then.
"It'svery beautiful."
Ruth would have loved thering. The hard, cold silver, the ruby, for blood.

Eric got up. Michadl and Cheta began to clear the table, leaving only the wine. The Scarabae perched on
chairs about the room, and the TV was not switched on.

Something e se, then, something more to come.

As he had led them in the prayer or chant, Eric conducted them to around table by one of the curtained
windows.

Michael helped them into the four chairs, Eric, Sasha, Miranda, Rachagla. Then Chetalaid out around
thetablesrim acircle of cards. They were made of thin wood, and on each was a painted symbol. After
amoment, Rachaglaredized that these were the | etters of an aphabet, but not her own.

Michael put down on thetable, at its center, a cut-glass goblet, upside down.
He stood back.

He and Cheta began to turn out the gracious side lamps of the sitting room.
Dark entered, on cue.

It was to be a seance.

Rachadasaid, "You cantinclude mein this."

"We mug," said Sasha. And then, "Annawould want it."

Anna. Adamuss mother—perhaps. Therefore Rachagla's grandmother. Ruth's. Anna: stabbed through
the heart by the heartless knitting needle.

"But | cant—" siid Rachadla
They waited.

When she did not go on, did not get up, Eric put the forefinger of hisright hand onto the glass, and Sasha
and Mirandafollowed him. The rings of the Scarabae crackled in the haf-dark and the last |lamp went
out.

A chair creaked, as Michadl sat down by Chetain a corner.
Rachadla put her finger on the glass among the fingers of Eric, Sasha, Miranda

Therewasadtass, a cessation.



It won't work. Why should it?
The glass trembled, and began to move.
They are moving it.

In the blackness of the room perhaps they could see, but Rachagla could not very well. Somehow she
saw the glass, running like awhite surge across the polished table.

Well, let them play at it. If it could comfort them.

The glasswas spdlling out words, of course, but—of course—she could not tell what they were. Eric
exclaimed in another tongue—not that, she thought, which had been used in the prayer. And then
Miranda murmured something. A name? Stephan?

The glass darted.

Therewasavibrationinit, athrumming, asif from thunder miles away.

Don't imagine things.

Adamus had drunk her blood, in the dark, lying over her, flesh on flesh, solong ago. Adamus...
A pressure mounted in Rachaelasthroat, like tears, or the prologue to orgasm.

She would not be coerced. Not even now.

The glass was skidding on the table, squedling.

Shelifted her finger—and the glass was gone, seeming to pull the pulse out of her finger'send.
Irresistibly, shelet her finger drop back on to the surface of the goblet.

The Scarabae were quiet now, only bresthing, concentrating.

Therewasalight in the room. Someone had lit alamp. But it was not the lamp. It wastoo low down.

Keeping her hand in contact with the goblet, Rachaglalooked. A powerpoint was glowing fierily against
thewall. And there another, dowly blooming up like agasflame. Thelight switches had begun to shine.
At the room's center, the overhead lamps abruptly fractured with adull dense crack. Glass showered the

carpet.
The Scarabae took no notice.

Suddenly there came the hiss of water and aloud knocking from beyond the room, abathroom aong the
corridor also apparently reacting. There were faint noises of stressfrom every corner. Thumpings,
patterings. The hotdl sitting room had come dive. The carpet was shifting. Picturestilted on thewalls.

That doesn't make it real. Psychic electricity, a poltergeist.

One of the chairswasrent asif by ablade and stuffing jetted up in a cloud, coming gradualy down again,
like danddion fluff.

The glass had stopped.

Rachaelawas shaking. It was not fear or nerves. Something had been leached from her.



Shetook her hand away from the goblet, and getting up, she went to the dinner table. Michadl wasthere
before her, pouring her aglass of wine. Shetook it. Not meaning to, she laughed. To her surprise, she
heard Sashalaugh, just as sharply, randomly. Then they were silent.

Rachaela stood by the cleared table where the old wine remained aone. She watched the Scarabae file
out of the room.

Cheta switched on alamp. Slowly, dowly, the powerpoints were losing their radiance.

"Quitealot of damage," Rachadlasaid to Michadl. "I believe the hotel will clear everything up, no
guestions asked."

"Yes, Miss Rachadla™
No questions.

The bronze clock had lost its hands, they had flown off and landed on the floor. Its face was empty.
Rachaglaremembered al the broken clocks of the Scarabae house, the clocks which had gone too fat,
or run backward.

When she reached her room, she found the pictures had crashed from the walls, the mirror had shattered
making arain carpet on the ground.

In the bathroom, judging by the mess, the wonderful shampoos and gels must have exploded. The tops
had come off the taps and water had erupted at the celling, next, just asirrationaly, miraculoudy losing
force and falling back, now only trickling like weeping in the bath and basin. The toothpaste had made

long white snakes, looping crazily, decoratively.

Sheinvestigated without panic or surprise.

In the drawer of the bureau the paper and stamps were torn into confetti. She opened the little sewing kit.
The two needles had sawn through and through, then curled up like springs or the shells of snails.

On thetable by her bed, the flowers were straight and dewy. The buds had opened wide aswings, giving
off arich pure scent.

CHAPTERS
RUTH HAD NOT SLEPT IN THE T-SHIRT. She had not dept at all.

The Millses operationd spare room was done in coffee and milk, with hint-of-pink walls. Therewerea
coffee washbasin with milk towel, amilky reading lamp beside the coffee bed, magazines, a cupboard for
(nonexistent) clothes. On the chocolate and rose rug, Ruth's white and red feet lay still as she watched
them.

She sat on the bed, motionless, until al the human sounds of the house had ceased. Then she turned out
thelamp and alowed her eyesto get used to the dark. This was easy. She was a Scarabaee.

In the dark, she moved out of the room, and along the passage, dim and agile as aferret. She went
downdairs.

A faint unearthly glow shoneinto the hdl from the glasswindow in the front door, the streetlight over the
road.

Ruth did not need this beacon to find the kitchen.



Thetiled floor was cold, the gadgets and fitments rose gpparently impervious.

Ruth reached across the stainless-stedl coffee grinder and selected, from the conveniently laid-out panel
on thewall, the sharpest, longest knife.

Acrossthetable, the girl wore alow-necked black dress. Her hair was piled up on her head, and clipped
by a diamante buckle. Asthewaiter put down the ved in front of Clive, the girl pointed at it and said
coldly, "Y ou can't expect my husband to et that, it's rubbery.”

At that moment the door opened. It was not adoor in the restaurant, but the bedroom door. Clive
thought it was Amanda, returning from the bathroom, she dways made sure she woke him. But no,
Amandawas snoring gently on the far side of the bed. For asecond Clive had theideathat Tim had
comein, as he used to do in childhood, seeking reassurance after anightmare. It had been ahell of a
nuisance, dways. Sometimes he had ingsted on climbing in with them.

But obvioudy it could not be Tim.

Cliveraised himsdf to one elbow and |eaned toward the bedside lamp, and as he did so, he saw the girl,
Tim'sgirl, right in front of him, ashadow with hair.

"What—" said Clive. And the girl said softly, "No." So Clivedid not finish his question. And then the girl
swayed forward, her arm waved, and she had cut his throat.

Clive made terrible noises but he was choked by blood; they were not very loud. In fact they were very
like noises he often made when snoring in dumber. Thiswas probably why Amandadid not wake, only
gave anirritated little muttering in her deep.

As Clive flopped down, his head and arm and blood pouring off over the bed, Ruth went quickly around
to the farther sde. Sheraised Amanda's chin, and diced accuratdly. The knife was sharp enough to cut
meat and raw vegetables and it made short work of Amanda. Possibly Amandawoke up before she
died, but if so it was much too late.

There had been no commotion, and the peace of the house seemed undisturbed.
Ruth stood looking at her two kills, in the dark.

She had learned butchery from horror films. It did not require great skill, only decision and some strength,
both of which she had.

The Millses were not vampires, she had not had to stake them.
It was she, of course, who was the Scarabae.

She drank Amanda's blood firg, daintily, fagtidioudy. Then she visited Clive on the other side of the bed.
When she had had some from both of them, she lightly stepped across the room and came out, closing
the door quietly behind her.

Out in the corridor there was the impersona silence of comparatively modern houses, whose central
hesting was off and whose plumbing was rdliable. Thiswas not comparable to the notes of an old house,
which shifted in its deep like an animd, ticked and purred and sighed.

Ruth arrived a Timothy's door and opened it. She remembered the layout of the room well, but in any
case could seeit exactly,



Timothy lay on hisback and, as she entered, heraised his heavy lids.

He thought he was dreaming. But it was not adream. Chri<t, she had sneaked out after dl, to join him.
He had thought she was sexy, but given up. After the disaster of the evening's end, he had hoped for
nothing.

Timothy was wide awake now. He sat up.
He hissed at her: " Shut the door "

"It won't matter," said Ruth.

" Jesus—Kkeep your voice down."

The gtreetlamp shining faintly through his curtains had enabled him to see her, though not well. Now as
she did toward him heredized there was something in her hand.

What wasit?
She was a couple of feet away when he understood it was a kitchen knife, and it was wet.

Instinct shot him out of the bed. But the duvet snared hisfoot and he rolled onto the carpet. Before he
could get hisfeet under him, the girl whirled down.

Timothy screamed.

He screamed loudly and violently. But it had been arainy day and hiswindow was shut. In the house,
there was no one | eft to hear.

Because he tried to fight her off, he was dashed in the arm and across the face before the knife tore
home through his neck. He died against the pastel wall, which he had blackened with his blood.

Ruth took only asip of this. She had had enough.
Sheleft the knife beside Timothy, not needing it anymore.

By three-ten, Ruth was downgtairsin the kitchen again, frying herself eggsin one of the copper-bottomed
pans.

She had gone through the house carefully, or those areas which might be of interest. She had put on some
of thelights, for the cupboards and drawers were easier to search thisway.

From Amanda's wardrobe Ruth had taken alarge brown suede shoulder bag. This she then filled with
other items. Amanda's chest of drawers had yielded a packet of unused cotton panties and sometightsin
cdlophane. In Timothy's room Ruth located new jeans, and three plain black T-shirts, but |eft the other
topswhich had colorful designs. She dso found aleather jacket of Timothy's. It was alittle too big but
not cumbersomely so. She kept the trainers.

Amandasjewelry had no attraction for Ruth. There seemed to be no books or proper music in the
house,

In Clive'swallet Ruth discovered awodge of notes, and el sewhere astack of pound coins. Sheignored
the plastic credit cards, and a so the heap of small changein adish. In Timothy's desk, too, there were
some ten- and twenty-pound notes, aswell as useless change and the Visacard. If Amandahad money it
did not surface.



Ruth did take one smdl thing from the living room. Thiswas agreen glass apple.

From the main bathroom she appropriated toothpaste, Amanda’s deodorant, and awrapped tablet of
soap, some tissues and cotton wool, and aminiature oval mirror.

In the kitchen Ruth switched on dl the lights, and first made hersalf some sandwiches from the wholemesl
bread and cold haf-chicken in the fridge, adding picklesfor agarnish. The sandwiches were placed in
plastic sandwich bags and stored in her suede container, with aliter bottle of diet Coke.

Then she poured hersdf alarge gin and added tonic.

She could find no bacon, but put three eggs into sunflower ail to fry, grilled five tomatoes, and opened a
can of beans. She had watched Emma Wait, and later Chetaand Maria, and later ill, others,
cook—ong ago —and learned the rudiments from observation, just as she had learned the methods of
daughter.

Ruth finished the wholemed |oaf with her breakfast, and then she ate a packet of dates, and the last
apples from the fruit bowl. She drank some orange juice, and put an unopened carton also in her bag.

The light had not yet come, but there was an insubstantia quality now to the dark. Outside the windows,
the garish streetlamps stood like sentinel's, seeing nothing.

Ruth took the pan of cooling oil off the stove. She donned one of Amanda's tan washing-up gloves, and
then fetched the Cook's Matches from the work surface. Shelit amatch, and dropped it in the ail.

The pan lit with athin blueflame,
Ruth carried her new coat and the bag of provisions up into the hall. Then she returned for the frying pan.

She went into the dining room first, and touched the bluefire to the seats of the chairs, the fringes of the
lamps.

She came out, leaving the door open, and crossed into the living room. Here she spilled fire onto the
sofa, and gave it to the curtains, and the teaselsin the fireplace.

Nothing €lse was needed. In each room a pale animate bonfire was now in progress. Fire was very fas.
Ruth came out again, into the hall.

There she hesitated a moment. Then she walked to the dying flowers under the mirror, and offered them,
too, the kiss of flame. They sprang up prettily, blue and saffron, asif al the life had come back to them,
and in the mirror Ruth saw her face behind thefire.

She st the frying pan, still burning, carefully down on the hal carpet.
Then she removed Amandas glove, put on her jacket, and took up her bag.

The house, which had once been Emmals, was full now of atextured noise, crackings and gushings, little
pops and gasps.

Ruth turned out the hall light, and the light of the fire took over, ancient and beautiful, as she remembered.
She undid the front door and moved out. She closed the door gently, and went down the steps.

At the end of the street she looked back.



The house was not yet blazing, only gleaming, flickering, asif full of the besting of yelow wings. Itslight,
however, had begun to put out the Streetlamps. False dawn.

CHAPTERG6

SPRING MET THE HOTEL IN WAVES OF acid green, in crocuses and snowdrops running up the
lawn, and daffodils under the monkey-puzzle tree. There were squirrelsin the rose garden. The
powdered bloom of jade came out on the giant chestnuts.

The Scarabee lifted their heads, asif they had been degping under stones.
One morning, Rachaelamet Eric under thetopiary.

"Therewere gardenslikethis" he said. "Once."

Asif thetopiary of the manson wasjugt anilluson, amemory.

They walked down to the pond, where floated the ghostly ectoplasm of unborn frogs.
"We shdl be going to the house soon. Weve had to wait along time."
"Do you mean," she said, "the house by the sea?'

Eric looked away through the wild spring morning.

"Never go back," he said. "Never "

Not that house, then.

Rachadasad, "Thisisanew house."

"An old house, of course. But in London."

Shewas startled.

"But—will you likeit there?"

"It will beours”

"Doesthat mean I'm included?’

He glanced a her. "Things occur,” said Eric. "Time erases deeds.”

"No it doesn't. But then, the deed was yours. | mean, it was the Scarabae's. Mating Adamusto me.
Producing Ruth."

"Don't spesk of Ruth.”

He said thiswithout anger, amost without expression.
Shesad, "Surdly in London | should leave you.”
"Wewish you to remain. If youwon't, well then."
"I'l—well haveto see”

Eric nodded. He looked into the pond. The ghostly life trembled between the lily pads.



After awhile heleft her, walking off under the pyramids.
A week later the two great black cars, the Rolls-Royces, appeared at the hotel.
The Scarabae departed in the afternoon, and Rachaegla with them.

She felt disconcerted, leaving the hotel. She thought irresitibly of the morning after the Christmas seance.
She had gone out into the gardens and, coming back, everything had been tidied and put right. Magicians
had cleaned the walls, hung up the pictures, put back the mirror glass and taps. Even the toothpaste, the
needles, and the notepaper were replaced.

They had been safe here, safe from themselves.
She had been one of them, or had she? Out in the world, she must be hersdlf.

Thejourney was not as long, on this occasion, as she had anticipated. The Rolls ran over motorways into
the capital, and they were there at sunset.

So she saw the common on aflaming sky the polarized windows could not completely withhold. The
trees and sweeps of earth inside the drum of the city, wild land inside a bottle.

She was surprised by the comparative nearness of aroad. She stared at them, Eric, Sasha, and Miranda,
Michael and Cheta. Below, beyond the houses of rich people (Iessrich, evidently, than the Scarabae),
lay the London village with its shops and supermarket, its library and pubs, and the quills of the churches,
and beyond, the smoky back of London. But London was old, too. Remember that.

It was not like thefirst house at dl. Y et it had been made likeit. Only the windows were tarot windows
instead of puns upon the Bible.

Over the pillared hall were wonderful women in robes, with harps, and rose-red hair. The stairway
parted and ran up in two opposing flights, and there the windows had minstrels and flamingo skies.

There was no one to wel come them. The Rolls had driven away. Y et in every room, the machines, the
TVs. And in the huge main chamber, white and gold below the stairs, was an ivory telephone.

Rachaglawaked boldly to it and picked it up. There was adialing tone. But who, who, should she cdl?
Mirandafollowed her to her room. Miranda made her shy. She had wept with Miranda.
"Look, Rachada. Youll likeit."

The room was the shade of adove. Soft sweet gray lit with hints of amber. And then the bed and chairs
deep green like the pines of the common. And beyond, the white bathroom with its antique finish and
viridian window.

But the window in the bedroom, which showed a snowy woman with golden hair and wings, holding up
her hands to the doves which had created the room, was not the picture of that other room, the
Temptation, with itsarmor and apples, its Eve, its snake. Thiswas aluminous romantic window, without
sgnificance, perhaps. And, it stood open.

"Thewindow—" said Rachada
"Y ou can see out over the common,” said Miranda.

Sasha had appeared in the doorway.



"Y ou must be careful at night,” said Sasha, "of bats.”

And this absurdity, these bats of vampire myth, improbable in aLondon park, made Rachaglalaugh
aloud, and then Sashalaughed, as once before, and then Miranda. So they al stood laughing.

"Do the colors please you?' asked Miranda
"It'swonderful, yes™"

"Do day," said Miranda.

Asif there had aways been free choice.

Of course, actudly, there had away's been.

The Scarabae had snared her, made her live with them. She had dways thought so. But in fact they had
invited. That too was atrap, aweb. Adamus had waited for her, init. And she had been seduced by
Adamus. And she had birthed, from that union, Ruth. The web had then rent itself to pieces.

At the hotel, she had played chess with Eric. He had taught her how to play, although she never properly
understood, but the piecesintrigued her, the carven kings and queens of black and white, the knights and
cadtles, and theill-fated pawns.

They had put the board and the chess pieces on the table, so at first she did not recognize it. Then one
evening she came down from along day-deep, and found Cheta polishing the table. It was the furnishing
from the hotel which they had used in the seance, its surface scratched into a peculiar pattern.

Chetastood aside.
Rachaela poised by the table, staring down at it.

The seance glass, in rushing from letter to letter, had ripped a path upon the table. And yet she saw
now—the reason they had kept it—the scratching also spelled aword: zegnajcie.

"Cheta," Rachadlasaid. "This. What doesit mean?"
Cheta said at once, "Good-bye."

Then they carried the chess board, loaded with itsfigures, back between them, and et it over that
good-bye.

When Cheta had gone, Rachaglawas alone in the room. The Scarabae dinner would not be for another
hour, for afterlight still lingered through the glorious windows of walled gardens, roses, pal aces upon hills.
And through thiswindow above the table, where the knight knedled before the forest and the burning
tower.

Good-bye.
Now she had glimpsed their true power. Oh yes. At last.

They could command things and elements, and people. The carsin the migt, the vast hotdl, this house,
prepared for them againgt their coming.

And yet, they beat like moths againgt the tempest of life. Strong, thin, black moths with eyes of obsidian.
How great the storm, how small, how smal, the Scarabae.



CHAPTER7

ON SATURDAY MORNINGS ABOUT TEN-thirty, the milkman aways came. And so, dthough she
was hoovering, with music turned up loud, Julie Sawyer heard the knock.

The problem was with the milkman; if he failed to rout them out on Saturday, he would return a Sx am.
on Sunday and bang and shout. Julietried to avoid this, but sometimes she overdept on Saturdays. Terry
was useless, naturdly, he just pulled the covers further over his ears and burrowed down into the pillow.
He was up there now, adeep overhead in the larger of the two small upstairs rooms. And athough Julie
had been making as much noise as she could, she knew in her heart he could dumber through the disco
beat and Hoover, even when she cleaned the carpet around the bed.

She could create a noise cleaning the bathroom too, of course, and this sometimes did disturb him,
unrhyth-mic crashes of shampoo bottles and Jif faling in the bath, the Niagara of water and chug of the
tank.

Saturday was the only day she had time to clean, and then she sometimes [ €ft it, what with the shopping
and the launderette, or if they went out. Today the chore had to be done, because Terry had asked
Blackie over. Blackiewas dl right. But Lucy and Jenny would come too. Julie had mixed feglings about
it, shedways had.

Generdly, when things got going, it was not so bad. In fact, sheliked it, sometimes. But then, again—

At the thud of the knocker—the bell no longer worked—Julie switched off the Hoover and pushed her
short black hair back. She was dim and small breasted with rather large feet, and she wore stained jeans
and a cotton top. Shelet the music center go on playing, areassuring thump, thump, thump, and went
out with her purseinto the narrow hall.

Through the wavered glass of the door she could not see anyone. Had the bastard aready gone?

Julie flung the door open and there was the milk sitting on the doorstep. There was no sign of the milk
float. She had missed him. Sod it.

Outside the front door of the end-of-terrace house, was a five-foot patch of weeds, and adustbin. Just
insde the gate stood a girl, about ten years younger than Julie. She had alot of very black hair.

"Mrs. Watt?'
"No," sad Julieflatly.
"Yes" sadthegirl, quietly and digtinctly, "sheliveswith her daughter.”

"Y ou've got thewrong house," said Julie Sawyer. Shejerked her bitten thumbnail at the next house dong,
thefirst of the adjacent row beyond the gap. "Try her. She might know." Knock the old cow up and
waste her time.

Julie was going to close the door, but the girl walked forward. Her clotheswere good, particularly the
leather jacket.

"I've come avery long way."
"Have you? Well, I've never heard of any Watts."

"] cameinto London, and then out here"



"They must have given you the wrong address.”
"Thisisthe house"

"No," said Julig, trying to be strong, it isn't."

And then the sash window went up over their heads.

Terry peered out, hisface salow and hishair looking tangled and greasy. What the droning Hoover and
beating music had not been able to achieve, their steely voices under the window had.

"What the fuck'sgoing on?'

Julie gazed up a him in exasperation.

" She's come to the wrong place.”

Terry'seyeshad cleared. He Stared at the girl.

"No she hasn't." He amiled. "Who did you want, love?'
"Mrs. Wett."

"No Mrs. Watt, I'm afraid. But comein. Make her some coffee, Julie. We can sort it out." He added to
thegirl: "I'll just teakealeak and I'll be down."”

Julie stood rigid. Her mother used to say of her father, "Hetreats me like the maid." Maids did not livein
Juliés vocabulary, but it came to the same thing. Bloody bugger, telling her to make this bitch coffee. As
if she had nothing elseto do.

"You'd better comein,” said dulie.
"Thank you," said the girl, and did in past her, over the threshold.
Her namewas Ruth, as Terry dicited from her among the coffee mugs.

The Hoover stood in the middle of the brightly patterned cheap carpet, afourth slent partner and stern
reminder, of which no one but Julie took any apparent notice. Whilein the kitchen, which led off the one
through-room of the downstairs area, last night's washing-up teetered above the sink.

Terry had brushed histeeth and splashed cold water on his face. He now had the pale morning-look
which Julie once found very attractive, so brooding, and forlorn.

Between them, he and this Ruth ate awhole packet of custard creams, and went on to the chocolate
wholewheset Julie had been saving.

Ruth had come from somewhere out in the country, by the sea. Mrs. Watt had asked her up. Thiswas
redly al theinformation Ruth gave or had to give, for Terry quickly took over, talking to Ruth about
himsdlf, the boring office and idiotic people where and with whom he worked, holidays a the ocean, his
plansfor going abroad with Julie and Blackie, and the get-together he was having for afew friends
tonight.

The music had been turned down, by Terry, for Ruth did not seemto likeit.

"Any more coffee?" asked Terry.



"You know whereitis," said Julie. "I mean the kettle." She got up, and marching to the back window,
looked out on afurther, longer patch of weeds. An apple tree grew at the bottom of the garden, and on a
lower bough the cat was Sitting, black and white asamagpie.

"Did you feed the cat?" Julie demanded.

Interrupted in astatement on Cornish cider, Terry said, "No."

"It's been next door again. It goes over the fence.”

"Who cares what the bloody cat does.”

"Shegivesit thingsto eat. Y ou know what she'slike."

"Wdll, it savesusfeedingit.”

"Oneday shell poisonit,” said dulie, with a premonition of annoyance.
She crossed back to the music center, and turned it up very loud.
"For Christ's sake," said Terry. He too got up, and going to the machine switched it off.
"I likeit onwhen | work," said dulie.

"Well, you're not working, are you?"'

"I've got to finish the hoovering. Then there's the washing-up. And the bathroom. And I've got to change
the bed.”

"A woman'swork is never done."
"Y ou're bloody right there."
"Leaveit then.”

"| can't, with your friends coming.”

"Coming, yeah," said Terry. Helooked back at Ruth and smiled in adow enticing way. "Liketo Say for
the party?'

Juliesad, "That's not avery good idea."

"Yes" sad Terry, "yes, itis"

"I'm sure,” said Julie, "Ruth hasto get on to her Mrs. Watt."
"But she doesn't know anymore where Mrs. Watt is."

" She could phone her. Couldn't you, Ruth?*

"I don't have atelephone number,” said Ruth.

Juliesad, "lan't that abit odd?"

Terry shook his head at Ruth.

"Don't worry about Julie. Shelll come around.”



"I could get the phone book. We could look it up,” said Julie briskly.
But Ruth said, not flurried: "They had to haveit changed.”

Terry made more coffee, and Julie turned on the Hoover. She went around the room, moving furniture,
and then around Ruth, who did not move, smply lifting her feet off the ground until the appliance had
passed. Then Julie did the stairs, banging quite alot, and dragged the Hoover off into the bedroom and
the upstairsroom Terry caled his Lair. It was atiny place he had managed to fill with shed clothes,
half-made modd airplanes, paperback thrillers, and empty beer cans. Sometimes Terry a so wrote short
pieces of fiction in here. Julie had admired thistalent when first they met, but now she did not bother with
what Terry wrote. Squashed in the corner was a camp bed. That would need to be made up, too.

Julie cleaned the bathroom, managing to knock al the toothbrushes and makeup off the shelf under the
mirror.

Terry must be mad to ask thisgirl to Stay tonight.

They had agreed, months ago, that it wasjust aswell to play safe. They had their regular friends. But
what did they know about this Ruth?

How trustworthy was Terry? Therewasthat girl at his office, Sherry, and perhaps—
Julie did the beds.

When she came down, Terry was till holding forth to Ruth, and Ruth till listening, Sitting composedina
black T-shirt and jeans on the two-seater settee. Terry sat on the floor by the dectric fire and hismug
had made awet ring on the top of the surround. There were biscuit crumbs on the carpet.

While Julie washed up, Terry went out to get somewine and cans of Carlsberg Special Brew.
The cat appeared at the kitchen door, and Julielet it in.

"| suppose I've got to feed you now."

She opened acan of cat food and put it down.

The cat gpproached the food, and ate, standing up, tail laid flat to the floor asif to earth itself.
Ruth came into the doorway of the kitchen.

"You haveacat."

"Cat?Yes"

The kitchen was unwide and Julie found hersdf hoping that Ruth would not enter it, for then they would
brush againgt each other, something she did not relish. The cat saved her from this by looking around
from behind the cooker, and then walking straight up to Ruth. "What's her name?" asked Ruth.

"Mohawk," said Julie. Terry had caled the cat that, and she had thought it clever, at thetime. But it wasa
stupid name, typical.

And Ruth did not employ the name. Instead she got down on her knees and held out her hand for the cat
to sniff. The cat ingpected her fingers, finding something fascinating.

The cat's face was coal-black with one white dot, like a speck of paint, on itsforehead. The yellow eyes



shone like lemon fruit-drops.

" 'Dark they were and golden eyed,' " said Ruth.

"Pardon?'

"It's Ray Bradbury," said Ruth. "The Martiansin the short story."
"Oh. Terry reads sci-fi," said ulie, dismissvely.

Ruth did not respond. She had picked up the cat, and held it in her arms, her cheek against its deek
black back. The cat purred with a high grasshopper whirr.

Julie fet annoyed, as she did about that M acdonald woman next door, the one who had complained
about her music and who stole her cat. Julie would often shut the cat in, but then the cat would shit in the
bath.

After dl, dulie pushed by Ruth with an aggressive "Excuse me," and went to the music center. She
selected one of the most vibrant tapes, put it on, and stepped up the volume.

The beat came, and she moved to it for amoment, knocking against atoffee-wood table by the settee.
When she glanced round, Ruth had gone with the cat out of the back door into the weedy garden.

Usualy over the weekend Mrs. Macdonald tried to keep to herself as much as possible. It was at these
timesthat she felt the most threatened. Weekends, and in the evenings, when the loud music was played
and the noisy vists went on. Her house was separated from the house of Julie Sawyer and Terry Purvis
only by the width of the wooden door, which wasjoined onto both their properties, and led into Mrs.
Macdonald's back garden. The two gardensran side by side.

She did not go into the garden at weekends or in the evenings, once the better weather came. Julie and
Terry, and sometimes their friends, were often out there, and then they took a portabl e tape machine out
with them.

Occasiondly, on Saturday nights, beer cans were thrown over her fence by the onethey called Blackie.

Today Mrs. Macdonad had risked going out quickly, because the cat had drunk al the water she put out
for the birds.

It was as she was coming back between the hydrangeas that she saw, over the low fence, agirl with long
black hair and red lips, standing holding the cat in her arms.

Mrs. Macdondd hesitated. The way the girl held the cat was benign and pleasing to the eye. She had
never seen Julie Sawyer, let done Terry Purvis, hold the cat in thisway. It was the manner in which cats
should be held.

Thegirl waslooking at her.
Thegirl said, "You're Mrs. Macdonad."

Mrs. Macdonad felt threatened again. Shetried to frown, but she was only nervous. She was sixty-five,
but appeared much older. She secretly thought the proximity of Julie and Terry had worn her out. On
their other sde, the house was empty. Another aggravated neighbor might have assisted Mrs.
Macdonald.



"You feed the cat,” said thegirl. Then she said, "I came out because of the noise.”
Noise she had said. Not, as Julie had, Music. It was even now clearly to be heard.
Mrs. Macdondd said, cautioudy, "It's not your cup of tea, then."

"Oh, no. | like Prokofiev, and Rachmaninov. Mozart."

The cat was purring. Mrs. Macdonald reached over the low fence and stroked the cat's Silken head. The
cat, delighted, purred louder.

"| asked her once," said Mrs. Macdonald, clandestindly, "if she'd turn the volume down. But she didn't
want to."

"I don't know them," said Ruth. "I waslooking for the lady who was here before.”

Mrs. Macdonald's troubled heart skipped a beat. Before Julie and Terry, her friend Mrs. Weeks had
lived in the house. But Mrs. Weeks had died one afternoon, sitting in her quiet summer garden.

"Mrs. Weeks?' asked Mrs. Macdonald.

But the girl disappointed her now. "No. Mrs. Watt."

"Oh, dear. It sounds asif you've misremembered the address.”
"Yes" sad Ruth.

"I shouldn't," said Mrs. Macdonad. Her lined, papery face blushed hatly. "I should be abit careful," she
sad. "l perhaps shouldn't say this. But if you don't know them, Miss Sawyer and Mr. Purvis, it might not
be—what you'd like."

And then shewas mortaly afraid, for the girl might be aliar, and abit unba anced, as Julie Sawyer
seemed to be, and she might tell them al she, Mrs. Macdonad, had said, and then—

"But it'snot my business,” blundered Mrs. Macdonad.
"Y ou feed the cat," Ruth said, once more.

"Oh, the cat'slovely. They call her something funny. But | call her Victoria. She's so like my last one. My
VictoriaPlum, | used to say. So glossy and plump, shewas. Thisones rather thin. But you're still my
Victoria, aren't you?"

The cat, amused by its second name, swam like a snake from Ruth's shoulder, and aighted on the fence,
whereit rased itstal likealamp for dl the world.

Suddenly the music fdl down like allift.
Through the open windows, the voices of Terry and Julie were audible. "Where the fuck is she?'
"In the bloody garden.”

"Oh—I'll just—" said Mrs. Macdonald. She turned and ran up her path and in the back door of her
house.

Mohawk-Victoriastared into the sky at atraveling sparrow.



Terry had brought in fish and chips. He told Ruth how much her portion had cost, and said he expected
shewould like to help out with the wine, too.

Ruth opened her big bag, and presently handed him without flinching aten-pound note.
"Oh, I'll find you some change," said Terry, but he did not. Ruth did not remongrate, or later remind him.

During the afternoon Terry, as Julie said, "made himsalf beautiful.”" When he had finished, the bathroom
was soaking wet and a pile of soggy towelslay on thefloor. Terry took adeck chair and the portable
tape machineinto the garden to dry hishair in the sun. He played the same music Julie did, and fell

adeep.

Julie got ready later. She was swift. She came down at six o'clock in a short green and orange dress and
very high-hedled green shoes. She wore earrings like sunbursts. She seemed to have accepted Ruth's
presence, and asked her if she would like abath. Ruth agreed.

The water was not very hot, but it was awarm afternoon. It was difficult to shut and lock the door, but
Ruth succeeded. There was no curtain over the smal bathroom window so Ruth hung her T-shirt there,

Julie wastrying to locate the cat, on her high hedls, in the garden. She wanted to shut it in, because, later,
when things got going, she did not want to have to worry about the cat being in with Mrs. Macdonald.
Normally the cat would hide in the wardrobe when there was a party.

A notion had cometo Julie to comfort her. Lucy, she knew, had athing about Terry. Lucy would not like
Ruth's being there. And Blackie could hardly fancy Ruth, who was not good-looking and had too big a
chest. Blackie did not like bignesstherein girls, he had told Julie so.

The cat was nowhere to be seen and Julie gave up, going back past the deeping Terry. His hair had dried
inwaves, he would look handsome by evening. Perhapsit was all right. Maybe she should open some
wine early? She wished one day hewould cut the lawn.

In the kitchen the cat had manifested and was eating the last scraps of cat food. She picked it up, without
waiting for it to finish, and carried it to the bedroom, whereit legpt onto the windowsill.

Ruth was standing in the door of Terry'slair. It dmost seemed she might be searching for something with
her eyes.

"Have anicebath?'

"Y es, thank you."

"Shame you haven't any other clothes.”

But Ruth did not seem to mind.

CHAPTER 8

THAT SUMMER, A DRAGON ROARED ON the common.

It was the sound of amotorbike, but not on the road below. Rachagla got up and went to open her
window, and behind her the Rachmaninov concerto was vanquished.

L ate afternoon had laid abronzy sheen across the dopes. The sun, hard brilliant marigold, flashed low
between the oaks and pinesto the left of the window.



Down among the deep bed of trees, the roaring moved and idled, then suddenly gunned.

Acrossthe shalow glade there rolled ablot of black, and lightnings happened as the sun sideswiped
bright metal.

Then out tore the mechanica thing, and flew up the hill, nearer and nearer, and ever more extraordinary.

It was ahuge black machine with extended fork and thundering whed, in the stance, even running, of a
black Egyptian dog, which stretched. Its rear end, however, was not a bike but a curved carriage, like
Cinderdlas, made from a crow-black pumpkin. Something burned in the back of it like a colored
lantern. Two massive chariot whedls propelled it after the fore-wheedl of the bike.

Therider of thisanomaly was black |esther and sil-ver fireworks of light. On his head the sun lit short
spears of white hair.

Close to the house, the bike which became a carriage, reared up. It had the prow of askeletal horse. It
plunged in acircle and over the cannon of the engine came soft shrill crieslike those of startled pet birds.

Beneath thewall of the house, under Rachaglas window, the orbit stopped. The creature drew to a
standdtill and the roaring smoldered ouit.

Therider straddled his mount. He was spiked and studded, ringed and buckled and chained with silver.

The double seet of the carriage behind him was lined with damson velvet, and in it now, not one, but two
Cinderdlaswerewriggling. They were dmost identica dolls, dressed in little bands of black, tiny
wrappings of leather skirts, broad ribbonsthat just covered their breasts. They too had been spangled
with slver. But one had long golden coils of hair, and the other coils of hair of agold which had rusted.

The lantern in the carriage back was a stained-glass window, vitriol blue and poppy red and creme de
menthe and purple.

Therider of the bike poked his head suddenly up at Rachaela. He gave a soprano laugh.
"Horsy!" he shouted. " Sugar for the horse!™

In the past, she remembered, they had always quickly known, and came together like raindrops running
down awindow. Now, the same. Even as she sarted down the stairs toward the hallway, Michael and
Chetawere there, and Sasha and Miranda, and Eric stood by one of the big pillars that ran around the
wall. In thewhite drawing room the televison twittered, forgotten.

The engine of the black machine rumbled asit rode around to the front of the house.
Michael went swiftly and opened the two doors.

Thelight had darkened there, and up from the beer brownness of it, the leather rider walked, inky and
glittering, and at his back the two beautiful Cinderelasin their little black stiletto boots and anklets of
glver and sedl.

Inthe hal, therider stood, and looked about him.
None of them spoke.
Then hesad, drily, "Here | am, after al.”

Hisface was not young, like the thin shape and fera movements of hisbody. But it was the face, now, of



an ancient boy, with black Scarabae eyes, and framed with short white dreadlocks in which beads were
plaited, the colors of his carriage window.

On his hands there were more than three rings, and they were silver skulls and swords and spikes and
roses, like the decorations on hisleathers.

On hisbreast was sillver chain mail, and across hisribs, decipherable gradually as he moved, in letters of
flame, the words Bum Ouit.

Mirandasad, "Uncle Camillo."

He nodded to her. "Miranda. Sasha. Eric. Michael and Cheta" Helooked up the stairs. "And hersdlf.
The Rachadla”

Dust, which had been gathered on al of their eyeslike the powder of time, had been scorched away. His
eyestoo were vivid. Had he come back from the dead?

Behind him, the golden Cinderdlagiggled lightly. The other one, of the gold which rusted, said, "Cami, |
want thetoilet.”

"Therewill beachoice" he said. Heturned to Cheta. "Will you show Miss Lou and Miss Tray the
easements, please.”

Mirandamoved dowly out across the hall before Cheta or ether of the Cinderellas—L ou, Tray—had
taken a step. Mirandawent to Camillo and quietly put her arms about him.

"I'm s0 glad,” said Miranda. "Thisis so wonderful.”

And then Sasha came, and Eric last of dl. They touched Camillo, his shining carapace and knotted hair,
little welghtlesstouches.

Camillo suffered it. He was aprodigal. But then, he had aways been.

"Comeout," he said, "come and see my trike. Can't keep it waiting. My fine horse."

"Wed likethetoilet, please,” said the rusty golden Cinderdllato Cheta.

Chetaled the Cinderellas both away, into the passage where the downstairs bathroom was.

Camillo went back out into amber shadow, and Eric, Sasha, and Mirandafollowed him. Rachagl awent
asfar asthe house porch.

She watched as Camillo showed the trike to the Scarabae. Between the handlebars the burned frame of
the horse head, set with two eyes of Sauterne crystal, stared fiercely, not incongruous but perfect. The
bodywork was shot with slver rosettes, streaks of firein vermilion paint. It was a beast.

Camillo activated a CD player raised like an dtar over the velvet seat. Degp pouring Gothic rock swelled
up like an organ, and in the treesthe birds fell silent.

"Daisy, Daisy,” said Camillo. There were spurs on his boots. "Give me your answer do.”

There was a celebration dinner, roast chickens stuffed with oranges and basted with honey, Duchess
potatoes, boiled chestnuts, asparagus. They ate a midnight.

Camillo was, as the Scarabae would once have said, "naughty.” He ate the potatoes and asparagus only.



Lou, the darker and more coppery girl, Tray, the golden, ate nothing, toyed with the food. They were
exquisite children, perhaps twenty-one or twenty-two. Their bodies were tanned seamlesdy like the
honey chicken. Lou wore sequins and Tray tassdls, on their black. Their limbswere garnished by slver
beads and blossoms of bone. They sat either side of Camillo.

Rachadlathought of the story, the legend of Camillo. How he had killed his bride, the broken vase of
neck and al the blood. But that had been a century at least ago, and now the necks of Lou and Tray
were marked only with beads or, in the case of Lou, atattoo of arose.

The joy was muted, but it was present.

He had come back to them.

How?

Hedid not say.

"Oh, Cami, can | have another pink squirrel?"

And Camillo got up and mixed it for them, the two little flawless girls. While the Scarabae sat about the
table like open flowers. And the Scarabae ate. They ate heart-fly-

"Aren't the bones pretty?" said Tray, when the chicken had been demolished.

Camillo had an earring in hisright earlobe, aslver snake holding amoon in its mouth that wasdso a
skull.

There were no questions. No answers.

Camillo and the girlswent up into one of the outposts of the architecture, on the third floor.
Thetrike was stabled somewherein the lower house.
It was four in the morning.

Eric sat playing chess againgt an invisible opponent.
Rachadlasaid, "How did he survive?'

"Wedo," said Eric. "Wedo survive."

"No, not dways."

"Yes. | concede.”

"How then?'

"Oneday, hewill tdl us

"Why didn't you ask him?"

"Or you, Rachagla, you could have asked."

"Hed talk nonsense.”

"Yes'" sad Eric.



Miranda and Sasha had gone away, perhapsto their rooms or only to another part of the house.
Rachaela contacted with one finger the e egant tel ephone, which never rang.

"Can you survive death?' she demanded futilely.

"Youveseenusdie”

Shewastired, her body not accustomed yet to the dtered hours, wanting to deep both day and night,
and to be awake then, too.

"l said | should go away, and perhaps now | should. Now you've got Camillo back.” Shewaited, and
then she said, "Does he degp with those two girls? If so—if he can —ishefertile?"

Eric did not reply. Rachaela recalled the sexual reticence of the Scarabae. The Scarabae who lay son
with mother, daughter with Sre.

"Will thet continuetheline?’ she said.

But Lou and Tray would be on the pill. And Camillo —Camillo was old.

Rachadlafdt old. Shefdt desiccated, and yet curioudy immature, a child again among the family.
"Anyway," shesaid, "hesfound ahorseto ride."

Camillo, the outcast. He had given Rachaglathe key to the attic when Ruth had been shut up. He had
wanted Ruth taken away. And with the key Rachagla had |et Ruth out.

Rachaela had known Camillo was burned to cinders.

Sheimagined him lying on abed with the two girlslike limpets, showering him with hair.
Shefdt far older than Camiillo.

CHAPTER9

WARM SUNSHINE STILL HOVERED HIGH up over the street; it would be light for another hour. No
onewas about. In the five-foot front garden of the empty house adjoining Julie and Terry's, dusky opium
poppies had sprung wild between the old concrete paving. The nettles around Julie's dustbin were
gilt-edged. It was a peaceful scene spoiled only by sound effects: the music center was playing loud
enough to be heard fifteen doors away.

Joseph Black and Jennifer Devonshire walked up the road. He was dressed very casudly, but Jennifer
wore ashort pink flowery dress and twenty bracelets. She carried a carrier bag with abottle of wineinit.

"Herewe go," said Blackie, swinging through the gate in front of her. He rammed the knocker againgt the
front door and shouted through the letter box: "It'saraid!"

It was Terry who came to the door in an orange shirt and very blue jeans.
"Yourelae"
"No car."

"WheresLucy?'



"She'sgot acold,” said Jenny.

"Shesays," said Blackie. "It'sacold sore" Hesmiled a Terry and punched him lightly in the chest.
"Worried?'

"Nah," said Terry, grinning. He looked worried.

They went in, and the greet noise enveloped them. They seemed to likeit, loosening and expanding like
plantsin refreshing rain.

"Someoneto medt,” said Terry.

Ruth was sitting on the settee in her black T-shirt and jeans. She had had a glass of wine but she had
drunk it, now she only had the empty glass.

Blackielooked at her. "Who's she?!
"That'sRuth. ThisisBlackie"
"Everything they'vetold you about meistrue,” said Blackie.

"Halo," said Ruth, but they did not hear her. Unlike the others she did not shout effortlesdy above the
music. She had taken some cottonwool from her bag and put it in her ears.

"Where'sthefrigging booze?' asked Blackie.

Julie appeared out of the kitchen with awine bottle and aglassfor Jenny, and one for Lucy who had not
come.

"WheresLucy?'

"She'sgot herpes,” said Blackie.

"Dont tell lies" sad Jenny.

Terry took cans of beer out of thefridge, and he and Blackie opened them, in aspray of fizz.
Juliefilled Jenny's glass and her own. Then, reluctantly, Ruth's.

"Who's Ruth, then?" inquired Jenny. Ruth watched her, perhaps reading her lips.

"Better ask Terry."

"o

There was a crash from the music center and then a sillence louder and more painful than the noise. The
tape had ended.

"Put on somereggee,” said Blackie. He gyrated his hips and waved hisarmsin unsuccessful imitation.
"Cool, mon."

Julie hurriedly sdlected atape and put it on.
"Look, abird that can drink," said Blackie. Ruth had drained her glass again. "Like a beer, darling?'

"All right," said Ruth, soundlessly under themusic.



"Eh?' said Blackie.
Ruth held out her hand, and he playfully put his can of Carlsberg into it. Ruth handed him the can back.

" She doesn't want to drink yours," said Terry. "Very sensible. God knows what she might catch.” He
went into the narrow kitchen and got another beer from the fridge, replacing it with four others.

When he came back, Blackie was sitting beside Ruth on the settee.

Julie and Jenny were dancing to the music, ignoring Blackie and Ruth. Julie's high hedskept catchingin
the carpet, but it was too soon to take them off.

"Guesswhat lineI'min," Blackie was saying to Ruth. Ruth looked at him. God, what eyes she had, Terry
thought, like bloody Greta Garbo. And black astar.

Ruth did not guess.
Terry sad, "Hefixescars."

"Yeah," said Blackie. "Nothing | can't seeto. That'show | met our Julie. Fixed her up. ‘Course, they ain't
got acar now. Old Terry splattered it, didn't you?"

Terry drank down hisbeer. "It was afucking drag. Always going wrong. Y ou never fixed it. It got worse
after you had your pawsonit."

"Secret of my success," said Blackie.

"Y ou've buggered yours up too. Now my Morris," said Terry. "Did thewhole of Cornwall in that car.”
"Y eah, place cdled Mousehole," said Blackieto Ruth.

"It's pronounced Mowsdl," said Terry.

"Oooh," sad Blackie. "Wdll, fark me. Moosil "

He looked up at Julie and Jenny disco dancing awk-wardly on the catchy carpet. "Come on, show abit
of whoopse"

Julie glanced at Blackie archly, but said nothing.

Blackie shrugged. He got out a packet of cigarettes and abig gold lighter. He showed the lighter to Ruth.
"See this? Present from agrateful customer. A bird." He put acigarette in his mouth, flipped the lighter
and raised the yellow petd of flame. When the cigarette was dight, he flipped the lighter over. "L ook, it's
inscribedtome. Bto B."

"Don't you believeit," said Terry. "Hefucking knocked it off. Or someoneleftitinacar.”

Ash trembled from the cigarette to the carpet. Blackie rubbed it smartly in with hisbig black shoe. dulie
gave agrunt and broke off from her dance. She went to the fire surround and picked up an ashtray,
which she then set down by Blackie on the toffee-wood table, moving the tape player to do so. "Use
that.”

"Usethat. Yis, Modum. Lovely."
"Y ou brought the stuff?* Terry asked Blackie.



"I might."

"Whereisit?'

"Easy, man," said Blackie. " got it." He patted hiship.
Ruth stood up.

"You know whereitis" sad Terry.

Ruth moved out of the room. Terry watched her.
"Nicearse" sad Blackie. "Don't say much. Fineby me."

Ruth went up the stairs, visible from the open door of the through-room. Terry went on watching her, out
of Sght.

Jenny broke away from the dance now. "I think I'll just go up, too."
Julierefilled her own wineglass. Blackie laughed.

Ruth was standing inside the tiny bathroom trying to shut the door when Jenny cdled, "Can | comein,”
and camein, so Ruth was forced back. Jenny squeezed past Ruth through the two and a half feet of
space between the bath and the wall. "Don't worry about the door. Y ou can't ever shut it. The guyswon't
come up whilewe're here. I'm dying for apee. Mind if | go first?' And sheraised her pink skirt, lowered
her white pants, and sat down on the lavatory.

Ruth froze. Over the thump, thump of the music, there came the plash of running water.
Ruth turned and went out of the bathroom.

Through the open door of the bedroom the double bed lay dressed in red and gray triangles. The black
and white cat crouched at itsfoot, earslaid back, eyeswide,

Ruth went into the room and knelt by the cat. She smoothed its fur and kissed it between the ears.

The cat got up and went to the wardrobe, and scratched at the panels. Ruth opened the wardrobe door.
The cat darted inside. Ruth |eft the door gar.

The lavatory flushed.
Jenny had come out of the bathroom and now stood in the bedroom doorway .

"Julie getsfed up with that cat in her wardrobe." Sheforgot the cat. "I'd like aredly big house, wouldn't
you? Three or four bedrooms. And a swimming pool. Have you known Terry long?"

"No," said Ruth.
"He'snot bad," said Jenny. "Better than that Blackie."

Ruth stood against the hard forms of the bed, in her long, long hair and silence. There was something. ..
childlike?

Jenny frowned. "How old are you?"

Ruth said, "1t's none of your business."



"Oh, you're going to be gredt, you are,” said Jenny angrily. She turned and went away down the sairs,
her bracelets clashing.

Ruth looked at the bed. The duvet was folded back.

Downgairsthey dl laughed suddenly. Ruth intently stared at the floor, asif she could seethroughiit at the
top of their heads.

At about nine, when they had drunk quite alot, Jenny and Julie were sent out to the Indian in the high
street for atake-away. "Go on," said Blackie, "you're liberated. Y ou don't need us to hold your hand."

"Bring back some more beer," said Terry.
Ruth did not offer to go out with the girls.
After some argument, Jenny and Julie went.

On somelevel now aone, the two men formed asort of conspiracy, Sitting on the floor and | etting one of
the beer cans spill over, and chuckling. Ruth sat above them on the settee, with the last of the wine.

"Let'shave asmoke now," said Blackie. "Before they get back.”

He drew out cigarette papers and some |oose tobacco, and another substance, sweet and grassy
smelling, in a cdlophane packet. He began to make an untidy brown cigarette.

When thiswas it, the men passed it back and forth, drawing on it deeply, with half-closed eyes. A
foreign scent, like the musk of ancient temples, filled the room.

Terry offered the remaining haf of the joint to Ruth. She shook her head.
"Go on. It'sgood stuff.”

"No, thank you."

"1t'll make you fed good."

"Perhaps she feels good enough,” said Blackie. He tore open abeer can, showing her the raw edge. But
hisvoice had durred now, hiseyelids were a half-mast, he looked deepy.

Terry was brighter, energetic. He pushed the joint at Ruth. "Haven't you smoked before? I'll show you

"Stop pissing about and passit here," said Blackie.
"| fucking paid for it," said Terry.

"And | fucking got hold of it."

Terry gavethejoint to Blackie, who finished it off.

"Thegirlsll smdl it when they get back," said Terry like anaughty little boy who had been reading in bed
after lights-out.

But when the girls came back they too were high, for they had had acouple of gins at the restaurant while
they waited. Jenny sang the praises of the Indian waiter shefancied. "Oh, his eyes. They're beautiful .



"Not so beautiful as Ruth's," said Terry. Helifted Ruth's hand and kissed it, but Ruth neither pulled away
nor seemed pleased.

Julie picked up the torn can and took it out to the bin in the kitchen.

The duminium dishes were opened up and another foreign fragrance filled the room. Thistimeit was ulie
who asked Ruth for the money for her chicken tikka

They had not brought back any beer, only two more bottles of wine.

Julie and Jenny began their prawn curries, and Terry forked up alamb passanda. Blackie, who had
ordered atandoori mixed grill, potato bhajee and vegetable curry, had spread his dishes out along the
carpet, dipping in naan bread and splashing.

They dl ate hungrily. The music, now habitud asair, blared on, ignored.

Jenny wiped her lips and fingers on aKleenex. Shelooked across at Terry. "Would you like to see my
new bra?'

"Black lace," said Terry.

"Wrong," said Jenny. She stood, alittle unsteadily, and, unzipping her dress, pulled it up her body and off
over her head. "What do you think?" She was not wearing abra. Her two breasts stared at them like
eyeswith round beige pupils. Jenny shook hersdlf, and her breasts wobbled.

"And what braisour Julie wearing?' said Blackie.

He had taken out the paper and tobacco again, and among the empty smeary dishes, was constructing
another joint.

"Youll haveto guess” said Julie. "I'm not sure you're redly interested.”
Blackie nodded. "Maybe not. | bet Ruthie's got agood one on."”
"Wadl," said Jenny, "l bet you won't get to seeit.”

Blackielit thejoint from hisgold lighter B to B, and drew oniit asif performing ayoga bresthing exercise.
He passed the joint directly acrossto Jenny.

"Ruthi€ll show me." Helooked up at Ruth and bared histeeth. "Won't she, en?!

Ruth looked down into Blackie's face. Her eyes were the night of templesfar, far to the east, anight
deeper than the neon dark which had settled on the house. Terry stared at her long mascaralashes. He
redlized he had not felt anything likethisfor agirl for haf ayeer.

"You gay here, Ruth,” he said, stumbling on hiswords, on the taste of curry and hash and beer and wine,
and on the chill-sweet bottomless aroma of desire. "Y ou stay with me.”

But Ruth got up, and Blackie had got up from the floor.
Juliesaid loudly, "Blackie, you cunt."
"Deadright," said Blackie,

"Don't use the fucking bedroom," shouted Julie.



"WEell usethe camp bed,” said Blackie, with kindly reassurance.

Terry tried to stand up. Jenny pulled on him. He sank down and Jenny put her hand possessively over his
fly.

Thump, thump, went the music, and the house went on thrumming like a space ship, thump, thump,
thump.

Blackie waked infront of Ruth into Terry'slair and turned on the light. The curtains were drawn. Blackie
sat down on the camp bed, bouncing once, to test it. Then he undid histrousers. His penis burst free.

"Take your clothes off," durred Blackie. "And then come and try this. It'll taste of curry. Wait and see.”
Ruth had shut the door behind her.

She poisad in the small room, looking at Blackie, and at his penis. Her face was whiter than the rice they
had eaten but her lips were scarlet and he would be alovdly fit.

Her eyes were funny though. Who cared?

Ruth ran her hand lightly over Terry's table, among the books and spent cans. She took up aBiro and
drew off the cap.

Blackie was not concerned with the pen. Everything wasin awonderful dow motion. He was|ooking
forward to the T-shirt coming dowly off. Ruth was abig girl, better than that bloody Julie, like two gnat
bites, stupid mare.

Ruth came toward Blackie, dowly, dowly, and hetook hold of the edge of the T-shirt. But he had dowly
rased it only half an inch when she stabbed him quickly and thoroughly through the windpipe with the
Biro.

Terry and Jenny had had sex, on the carpet. Julie had been expected to join in, but where wasthe funin
that, making it nicer for them and nobody bothering with her?

Now Jenny was adeep on her back on the floor wearing only her shoes and her bracelets. Terry was
probably finished. He had taken out the Polaroid camera, the flash sparking white in the Sixty-watt
lamplight, and was snapping Jenny with her hair in the curry dishes.

Julie went toward the door.

"L et thosetwo get onwithit. That bastard. That cow,” said Terry.
"They canrot," said Julie. "I'm going for afucking piss.”

"Bloody bitch," said Terry. Perhgps he meant Ruth.

They had certainly made anoise up there, rolling on the floor, judging by the way the celling rocked, even
over themusic.

Julie went out and up the stairs. Halfway, she paused and took off her high-hedled green shoes, dlowing
oneto drop back into the hadl, carrying the other up to the bathroom, then aimlesdly letting it fall outside.

While she was in the bathroom, she listened. Not awhisper from thelair.

That Blackie. That wasthe last time. They were going to stop dl this. She did not—had never likedit.



And Terry. He had drunk far too much, he would be sick in the morning. And the bloody milkman would
come at six o'clock. Well, he could wait.

Julie flushed the lavatory and walked from the bathroom. As she came onto the landing the light went out.
Julie swore, and then Ruth stabbed her in the throat with one of her green high hedls. Rather as Blackie
had done Julie tried to throw up around the obstruction. And died.

Terry put on another tape. He turned it up, but the volume control was at itslimit. He could not see why
old mother Macdonad had complained. It was not very loud.

Theroom wasamess. Juliewould beraity. Hefelt alittle queasy. Must have been something a bit off in
the curry.

When Ruth camein, hetook a Polaroid shot of her, and the flash exploded, Terry laughed when she
jumped. She held one of Julie's shoesin her hand, in fact the one from the bottom of the sairs.

"Gotya"
Ruth turned to him.

"You areabitch,” said Terry, weaving on hisfedt.

Ruth ripped out the side of his neck with the metal point of Julie's hedl.

Terry squedled, and as he went down, the Polaroid photograph gjected from the camera. Helay onthe
floor, trying to get up, hisneck al wet but not hurting, and saw Ruth lean over and pick up the tape
player from the table. She brought the machine down on his head, with enormous strength and great
attention.

When Terry was till, Ruth took one of the empty beer cans and tore it open as she had seen Blackie do.
And moved to the degping Jenny.

When Ruth had let Victoriafrom the wardrobe, she fed the cat in the kitchen. Victoria had come out
quite willingly once the music was switched off. She sniffed the body of Julie on thelanding, and next
Terry'sbody briefly, below, but the corpses did not hold her interest. When she had eaten, Ruth carried
Victoriaback upstairs. The cat sat on the side of the bath as Ruth washed off the g ected blood.

The bed in the bedroom was clean and they dept there, the cat on Ruth's pillow, Ruth's cheek in the cat's
soft fur.

Ruth had alie-in in the morning. About midday, she got up, fed the cat again—the last tin but one of the
cat food—and made herself beefburgers, peas, and oven chipsfrom Julies dender stores.

The milkman had not roused her. He often could not rouse Julie and Terry.

When she had had the food, Ruth checked the house for anything useful, and took some T-shirts of
Juliegsand Terry's, and asmall amount of paper money which shefound in adrawer.

At two o'clock, Ruth, carrying her bag and Victoria on aternate shoulders, used Blackie'slighter to set a
amdl firein Terry'slair, utilizing some of Terry's short fiction for the purpose.

The cat glared at the fire, and when the door of the lair was shut, Ruth carried the cat down and out of
the house. She put Victoria by Mrs. Macdonad's door, separated by the safe distance of the garden
passage. Ruth |eft Victoria on the Macdonald doorstep, eating her last tin of cat food off a saucer. Before



she went away, Ruth rang Mrs. Macdonad's bell.
From farther up the street Ruth witnessed Mrs. Macdonald coming out, and Victoriatrotting into her hall.

Smoke was aready issuing from the top of Julie and Terry's house, but Mrs. Macdonald did not seem to
noticeit yet. She would say later the sllence had puzzled her, for by éeven on Sundays Julie normaly had
the music center going.

The music center blew up at three o'clock arid the top floor fell through into the downstairs room,
precipitating al that was left of Blackie and Julie onto the chegp carpet, which was by then dso onfire.
By then, too, Mrs. Macdonald, with a purring Victoriain her arms, had called thefire brigade.

CHAPTER 10

BEYOND THE CONSERVATORY THERE WAS aterrace laid with peach and terra-cottatiles. A
statue stood on it, a draped stone woman with a stone basket on her shoulder. As summer had begun,
red and wine geraniums had come from the basket.

Under the terrace Six steps went down into the garden.

The garden had high walls of sepiabrick, up which wisteria, clemdtis, and ivies grew, and other climbing
plants with tendrils and heart-shaped leaves. Over the wall tops the trees of the common massed thickly.
Trees had assembled insde dso. It was adark, overgrown, and in parts sunken garden, into which the
sun pressed sharply in two or three places.

Lou and Tray were on the terrace, on long garden chairs. Their golden bodies were metallic with
sunscreen. Each wore atiny black bikini, Lou'swith one diagond strap. Tray had asmall tattoo of an
orchid around her navel. Their hair had changed as the days passed and Camillo let them, or ushered
them, out and about; Tray's gold was streaked with white and Lou's was rose-red like the women in the
hall windows. They were painting each other'stoenalls black with little Senciled designsin slver.

"Hi, Rach," said Lou.
"lan'tit lovely and warm," said Tray.

In the house, the Scarabae had gathered, as they sometimes did, to watch the TV newsin the drawing
room.

Lou pointed her flawlessarm. "Cami's down there."
Tray smiled at Rachadawith flawlessteeth.

Each girl was adorably beautiful, asif they had been fashioned out of some materia, cuslom made, like
Camillo'strike. Therewas not aporein their skins, not an imbalance in their bodies. Their hair was silken
floss. Lou had hazdl eyes but Tray's were smoky blue. They could never concelvably age or deteriorate.

They had infiltrated the house more and more. Sometimes they even watched televison with the
Scarabae. But both girlswerein asort of dream that had only to do with their own perfection. They
seemed to think Camillo was afilm director or perhaps an elderly rock singer. Being dolls, they
apparently expected to be often set aside, picked up again when required.

"You'vegot lovely hair," said Tray as Rachagla crossed the terrace.
To them shewould look about thirty, therefore past her best. Tray was being kind, genuinely



good-hearted, in offering the compliment.
"Thank you."
Rachaelawent down the steps.

She followed the path into the thickets of oak trees, and came to what seemed agrovein aforest. Here
an gppletree grew tall and bent and wild, fruitless. Theterrace, the house, wereinvisible. A fountainin
the form of atwigting fish rose from amossy bowl. A little water still dripped from the jaws of thefish.
Onits head now was a straw hat with enamel cherries.

Camillo sat on the ground, cross-legged, watching her.

She had been ableto find him in the past. She had found him now.

"Can't get up,” said Camillo. "Too old."

Hewore, asusud, hisleathers, and a T-shirt which read, under the chain-mail, Wild Thing.
"It'stimeyoutold me" said Rachagla.

"Told you what? How impressve you are?'

"How you survived."

Camillo sad, "Do you likethefish'shat? | found it in ajumble sde. Too good for awoman.”

"Y ou gave methekey," she sad, "which let Ruth out. They won't talk about Ruth. Ruth burned the
house. Did they tdll you about Miriam?"

"They don't tell methings, they never did."
"But you're resurrected, Camillo. That must make adifference.”

He did not look like Camillo anymore, not with the dreadlocks and beads. His old forearms were
muscular as stedl. Hair grew on them, stedl colored.

Y et since he had come here, he had grown introspective. He had shut himsalf away, sending the two girls
out done with handfuls of money so they could have their hair done, and could buy countless almost
identicd tiny black clothes, and slver for their golden limbs, and bags of chips and ice-creams, which
was al they ever seemed to edt.

On his new music machine above in the house, Camillo played The Sisters of Mercy, Carter U.SM., and
Iron Maiden. Rachaela heard the murmur of these musics, likethe seain acave.

Sometimes he cleaned the trike in alarge utility room beyond the kitchen. Sometimes he and the two girls
went riding it. The stuffed horse's head attached between the handlebars had once been scorched to the
bone.

She did not know why she wanted to hear the story of his escape. Perhaps only because, in acurious
way, Camillo had been bound up for her with Adamus. And there was no way on earth Adamus, hanged
by the neck and devoured by flames, could come back from the dead.

"They don't open doors, here, after dark,” Camillo said. "Very wise. London was alwaysajungle.”



Once before he had told her a story of an escape. She had wanted him to stop. She had thought he might
be dying, that time. He was almost three hundred years of age. Or was he only aterribly crazy, norma
old man, insandly sane like the other three gray hamsterswatching TV.

"Down on the beach," he said, "that'swhere | was. I'd goneto make afire.”
Hiswords pulled her back. She stared at him.

"Tomekea—"

"A fire. Likethetime Sylvian was cremated.”

The Scarabae burned their dead. Who had this fire been for? For Ruth? For Annas memory? Or for
himsdf?

"Goon," shesad.

"Little MissMuffet sat on atuffet.”

Rachagdlasaid, "The hat suitsthe fish. It needed something.”

"Then | saw the house catch dlight,” he said. "It wasavison.”
"Likethe burning town, when your father and mother fled inthe deigh.”

"No, not like that. That looked real, convincing. The house looked like astage set in abad film. |
watched until it had al come down. Then the daylight broke.”

"Why didn't you—" she said "—why didn't you come up from the beach?'

"l couldnt,” hesaid. He said, "1 cried for the rocking horse. She burned it.”

"And the Scarabae, did you cry for them?"

Camillo gave hishigh mad giggle. It waslike the other times, asif he had | eft it too long without asign of
mentd ingtability.

"I climbed up later," he said. "Nobody there. | went through the ruin. | found some strange things. Do you
remember my horsy? | found the head. It's on the trike now. My horse.”

He got up, and walking over to the fish, hetook alipstick out of his pocket and began to crayon the
round lips. "MapleKiss," said Camillo. "One of Tray's. And where did | meet Lou and Tray? But that
comes later." He stepped back from thefish. "What do you think?!

"It'svery dtractive.”

"When | came away from the house, | walked across the heath. | walked above the sea. | waked for
days. | caught arabbit once, to et it. But | couldn't kill it. It was so dive. | ate grass. The rabbit ran off
and told the other rabhbits old Uncle Camillo had taken abite out of it, but the rabbits didn't believeit.
One evening there was something on the beach below. So | climbed down again. It was another fire.
What do you think | found?'

"People," said Rachada.

"A road ran through to the beach. There were ten bikerslike soldiersin black |leather, and the bikes



shining inthefirdight.”

Rachaela saw in her mind's eye the fire and the dark sea, and the bikes and the black-clad men, and
Camillo gazing like an edritch boy.

"They said," said Camillo, " 'Hallo, Granddad.' | said, 'I'm too old to be your grandfather.' That made
them laugh. They gave me some of the beer they were drinking and apork pie. They asked meif | had
escaped from somewhere. | said | had. They laughed again and said, ‘Good for you, you old cunt.' | dept
on the beach and in the morning | got up on the back of one of the bikes. We roared off dong the road
and into atown by the sea. They were like Cossacks. The roads cleared and everyone ran. The young
girlslooked after them.”

Camillo put the lipstick away.

Hesaid: "We had steeks at a pub. Then there was afight with some other customers. | fought alongside
the Cossacks. They were surprised. They said, when we had got out, This old geezer can handle himself.'
They asked my name. They dways cadled me Camilla after that. | got some money later, and made them
rich. Then they bought me the gear. We parted the best of friends. They wouldn't have stayed rich long.
Thedrink, the black metal horses.”

Rachadladid not ask about the money. The Scarabae could command funds, certainly she had seen that
by now. The story was as much afairy tae asthe other, the story of the flight by night over the snow.
Both probably were true.

"Thelipstick compares favorably with the cherries,” said Camillo.
IIY$II

"And | met Lou and Tray at a concert. Not Prokofiev, of course. A gig. They attached themselvesto me
like pretty flowersto agnarled old branch. They think I'm somefallen star. And do | deep with them?
What does Rachaegla suppose?!

"Youliketoridethings" Rachadlasaid, bleakly, "why not Lou and Tray?"

"Superb," said Camillo. "Now you can go away."

"I'mthinking of it," she said, dowly.

"Y our former plaint, that you would leave usal. That you would take the nasty Ruth and vanish.”
"Ruth has vanished."

"Likeademon,” said Camillo. "Gone, yet not exorcised.”

"Doyou believe," Rachadasad, "that she—"

"No, | won't talk about Ruth, either. Or even about you. When | learned that | wasn't the last, that they
were here, in thishouse, | came back to them. Scarabae. We adways come back, even if we have gone
away. Let that be alesson to you."

Lou and Tray were sunbathing on the terrace, while the gray woman stood over them with her basket.

In the drawing room, the Scarabae had finished with the news and were watching an action film. A man
hung from an American building one hundred floors up. But did not fdll.



There was never ahint of restraint now. It was easy to come and go.
Rachadlaleft the house,
The day was hot, with apae dusty sky like India.

She waked down past the great houses with their timbered fronts and bay windows and triple garages,
and wide green lawns, down through the semidetached villas where there were children playing noisily in
gardens, and carsfilling the air with the smell of burned macaroons.

In the London village there were cake shops and boutiques, aflorist's, and ahair salon, Lucrece, to
which presumably the gemini of Lou and Tray had come.

Rachadlamoved dong the pavement, which wasfull of aglitter like chips of diamond. The cars snarled
by and the people swung past, their hot flesh and summer clothes, polished dogs with strawberry
tongues, and kids on bicycles.

How much longer would she want to be out by day? (That had been her name once, Day.) How long
before she kept indoors, behind the syrupy-colored windows, whose stained lights seemed sunk into the
furniture so far that, even if the windows should be blasted out, the colors must remain?

And that policeman on the corner, what would he know to do, or not to do, if she went to him and said,
/ am a Scarabae?

For she had overheard aflutter of talk between Lou and Tray. That time, they said, Cami had been
stopped on the bypass, because he did not have ahelmet on. And there had been a scene at the side of
the road, and suddenly, over the walkie-talkie had come some garbled message, and the police officers
had backed away, telling

Camillo how sorry they were. Leading him like aking to thetrike. Wishing him anicejourney.
Of course, Camillo was afilm director. What else?

But Camillo was not anything of the kind, and any way, such men werefair game. No, it must be because
Camillowas Scarabae.

Rachaela passed the policeman, who followed her only appreciatively with hiseyes.
She bought complex cakesin the shop, for Sasha, Mirandaand Eric, Michaegl and Cheta.

With a sensation of defest, that was only the veneer for some other, deeper, darker, more arresting,
more peculiar emotion, like waiting, she went back up among the villas and neat streets that led toward
the common. Home.

CHAPTER 11

WHEN THE YELLOW DOOR OPENED, A black woman stood there, fat, and fragrant like apple
blossom. She smiled at once and behind her black eyes were blue seas. Her black eyes were bright and
lit, and there were depths to them, soul-windows. Unlike the paint-black eyes of the girl outside.

"Mrs. Watt?"'
Ddlilah Trinidad eased her bulk alittle, from oneflat shoe to the other.

"No, pet. Mrs. Watt? | never hear of Mrs. Watt."



Down by the curb, James, Delilah's son, was cleaning his Datsun, his dim body moving to the tempo of
hispride.

Delilah looked at him, and wondered if he had heard of aMrs. Waitt.
"Thisisthe house" said the white girl with long black hair.

"No, pet," said Ddlilah, "if she ever here, she gone." But Ddlilah was troubled.
"I'vecomealong way," said thegirl. "Into London."

Out of the cool blue hallway behind the yellow door, another girl appeared. She was the shade of dark
chocolate, and where Delilah was fat, she was dender, like ayoung tree. She had the beauty of amodd,
anicon of high African art. Unlike Ddlilah, too, she had an English voice, but not the voice of the street.
Thiswas RADA.

"What isit, Mom?"

"Disyoung girl, shelooking for aMrs. Watt. She better comein, have acup of coffee. She comeall the
way to London, Pearl.”

Pearl dipped her arm around her mother's cushion shoulders. She did not know it, but by doing so, she
had filled up the doorway now, like afence, the big woman and the dender woman as one.

"I'm sorry," said Pearl. "Y ou seem to be lost. Have you tried next door? They may know."

And now adog came up from the blue hall, ablack dog, black as the Trinidads, and with a carven head,
and it put itself into the space where the women's bodies had | ft alittle gap.

Ruth looked at the dog. "May | touch him?"
"Oh, he'sfing" said the beautiful girl.

Ruth put out her hand, and the dog permitted her to stroke his forehead. He gazed at her, but that was
dl.

James had | eft the Datsun al soapy. He walked up the path, grinning and friendly.
"What's up, Pearl ?'
"You comein now," said Ddlilah Trinidad to Ruth. "Comein. Wethink about it."

The two women leaned together unconscioudy. Their bodies had once been one, and not forgotten.
Love. Therewaslove.

And the young man on the path, with the sponge in his hand, amused, tender. Love, dso.
Somewhere in the house a child happily laughed. The dog smiled and panted.

"Therego the baby," said Ddlilah.

Ruth took a step back.

"l madeamistake," said Ruth.

Sheturned, and walked away from them. Shelooked very small, and truly black, the black of the dark



and the shadow and the night.
Ddlilah watched Ruth go, her eyes wide and sad.
"Poor chile" shesad. "Poor little girl.”

Something like Ancient Egypt, night river water, and fire. But it was only the Thames at its most muddy,
and abonfire of refuse up on the bank, under the derelict warehouses, keeping three tramps warm.

The sun had died on theriver like abroken egg. The barges passed, and miles up were the rusty docks,
and farther the big white ship with the fancy name.

But hereit got cold.

There had to be afire, even in summer.

"Look," said Jmbo, "poor little bird."

"Youletit be" sad Sedge.

And degp in hisdrink of sour red wine, Baldy said nothing at dl.

But Jmbo had had a daughter once, in another life, and finaly he got up and crept dong the bank toward
thesmdl dark girl.

"Here," said imbo, "here, girlie. D'yawant to come down to the fire? We won't hurt ya."
The girl turned awnhite face with dark lips and eyes.

"No, thank you."

"Itswarm. It's better. Thefire keepstherats off."

"No."

And down theincline, Sedge stood up by the firein his cardboard raincoat, and he bellowed. Sedge was
adevil. He would not share.

Jmbo left the girl and went back, and Sedge seized hisarm asif hewould kill him.
"Leaveher donel sad.”
"But she'sjust akid."

"The streets of London,” said Sedge, "are paved with child." He sometimes said these things. He pulled
Jmbo down. "Bad. She'sbad.”

And Bady hiccuped, and passed the wine.

Ruth sat abovetheriver, listening to it. At adistance, far enough, the tramps fire crackled. After atime,
she went through the contents of Amanda Millss bag. There were T-shirts and clean underclothes,
Kleenex, makeup, toothpaste and deodorant, and money.

Ruth was hungry, dthough she had gone to aburger bar for a double hamburger and french fries, fruit pie
and cream. She was dways hungry now. Sometimes she bought Kit-Kats and Mars, and ate them, or
bananas and apples off agtall.



That had been the first thing, after the fire. Hunger. She had gone over the heath away from the sea, and
her face had hurt very much, where he—Adamus—had struck her, her eye swollen and her mouth
bruised. But she had till wanted to eat. She did not look back. She had killed al the Scarabae. Burned
them up. Only she remained.

And Rachagla. Probably Rachaela—Mommy. But Ruth did not think about this.
Shewaslike abutterfly freed from achrysdis. A hungry butterfly.

The night heath was familiar, asif she had been out on it before. Things moved about in the undergrowth
and she hoped to see an owl. But she saw nothing.

She cameto aroad, and she had known it would be there.

AsRuth stood looking at the road in the dark dimness of early morning, acar spun out of the blackness
behind two beams of light. It was going very fast, and Ruth stepped aside. The car flashed by her. Then
pulled up with acomplaint of brakes. It sat on the road, and Ruth did not move. Then the car reversed
dowly back toward her.

"My God, | thought | was seeing things."
The man was middle-aged, plump, with ashiny-clean face and black line of mustache.

Ruth, in her dress which had been designed in 1910, her sensible school shoes, her skeins of hair, |looked
ina him.

"Y our face—" said the man. "What's happened?’

She had been told not to speak to strange men. But dl that had changed.

"My boyfriend,” said Ruth, "hit me."

"The bastard. My God, I'd better get you to adoctor. Y ou'd better get in. Do you live round here..."

"No," said Ruth. She went around and opened the door of the car, a Ford Sierra. "'l don't want a
doctor.”

"All right. Well see™
Ruth was in the car, and the man reached over and shut her door.

"Do you want to go home?' said the man. He sounded coaxing, but this was a congtant tone, with him.
Hewasarep, it was his business aways to persuade, to something.

"l cant,” said Ruth. "Where are you going?'

"Gavil Mount," he said. It might have been a crater on the moon, and in any caseit would not matter,
since they would not get there.

"Thet will do," said Ruth.
"Right you are, then.”
He started up the car and they raced forward, parting the night.

The man was Tom Robbins, so hetold her. At the moment his line was excellent little traveling packs for



young ladies. She could take alook at his supplies, and see. Ruth did so. Each pack wasin aflora case,
and comprised atoothbrush, comb and brush, cleansing tissues, manicure scissors, nail file and emery
board, and matching nail varnish and lipstick, eyeshadow and mascara, these last four varying from pack
to pack.

"Go on, take one," said Tom Robbins, who had never been able to get over aweakness for young pretty
girls, dthough it had sometimes caused him bother at home and on the road.

Ruth selected a pack with black and mink shadow, and Red Hot lipstick and varnish.
"You'll look good in that," said Tom Robbins, "once that nasty bruise goes down.”

From one sde she was a stunner, from the other like ahorror film. Luckily one of his contacts at the
Mount was a pharmacist in achemist shop.

Asthey drew nearer the town, they moved onto the motorway, and signs came up for a Happy Eater.
Ruth said shewas hungry.

When they had pulled in, caution made him keep Ruth, her bruise, and her outlandish dress, in the Ford
Sierra. He brought her out a cheeseburger with an egg, fries, and a piece of gateau, and a Coke. She ate
greedily, asif she were starved. Perhaps she was, shewas dim asawand.

It was getting light when he drove off down the side lane.

He had plansfor Ruth, but these involved anice little discreet hotel, a bottle of wine, and before that a
visit to the chemist's shop, which would be open by the time they got there, and, dong with the potion, a
packet of three.

Tom Robbins pulled into the lanein order to relax and have a smoke, away from the motorway, before
driving on to Gavil. That wasdl.

But when they were there, the red of the car blooming up in the dawn like the free lipstick he had given
her, Tom made the error of rubbing Ruth's knee. It was afriendly gesture, nearly avuncular. He meant it
to say, If you'rewilling, let's—but Ruth punched him hard in the genitals. And as he was leaning over
the whed crying, she got out the metd nail file from the kit and stuck it through his neck.

Shedrank alittle of Tom's blood, when he was dead. She did this because she knew she was Scarabae,
avampire. She did not actualy enjoy the blood. It was a sort of duty.

When she had run away from the car and Tom, carefully carrying her makeup kit, Ruth becamelostin
the English countryside, which was like awild garden with roads, hills, and fields.

At midday she came on acamper out in ameadow. No one was about but the door was unlocked. Ruth
stole bread, Spam, cheese and tomatoes, a bottle of mayonnaise, and a carton of milk.

These provisons did not keep her going long, but then it was not long before she found something else.

The travelers had come off the highway and parked for the night by awide stream. In thelittle wood, the
birds were fluttering and shaking off their fina songs. One edge of the sky was till gold, but dusk was
rnsng.

There were two ancient post office vans, painted black, and a battered V olkswagen. Thirteen adults, and
four children between the ages of four and ten, had come out. A couple of the women were cooking on



Primus stoves. They wore, male and female aike, the uniform of the summer road, bristle-cropped hair,
cotton vests, army trousers, Doc Martens. They had lit afire, and one man played the guitar besideit.

Through the shadows into the firdight, Ruth moved, out of the dusk. With her puffed deevesand long
ebony tresses, she was like amodern picture-book version of Snow White. Except for the bruise.

Thetravelers accepted her coolly. But they let her it by the fire without argument. And when she said
shewas hungry, they gave her aportion of the Primus cooked food, nectarine-colored baked beans, and
from the black wok a dollop of crisped oily peppers, tomatoes, lentils, peas, onion and rice. Some wine
was opened and of thistoo they gave Ruth amugful.

They spokein university accents, had tattoos on their arms, shoulders, and breasts, done with ink and a
pin.

After an hour or so, someone asked Ruth what had happened to her face. Truth had overturned fantasy
by then. Shetold them her father had struck her. Thisthey absorbed, wordless, asif, with her couth
voice and tale of generation violence, she had passed sometest.

A spot or two of blood on her antique dress they ignored, athough, in the daysto come, Susie would sl
Ruth'sdressin atown. By then they had dressed her like themsalves. They advised her to cut her hair, it
would get dirty. But Ruth managed to wash her hair and her body at the sink in the back of the
Volkswagen, which the rest of them used occasiondly. They gave her drict privacy for thet, asthey did
each other.

Two of the girls, Susie and Clare, were deeping with two of the men, Mike and Coalin. Only one of the
children came of these unions. The others had sprung from earlier attachments. In away, the children
were held in common, asin awolf pack, athough they did not get the care or affection wolveslavish on
their young. Ruth had no time for the children at dl. The travelers thought her sixteen, but in fact of course
she was not even twelve, too close to childhood hersdlf.

They would take turnswith the driving. The others sat or lay in the backs of the vans, amid the bedding,
buckets, boxes, and bags.

At night, Ruth dept in the back of the "girls van," with Jane, Pat, and Chloe.

They were vegetarians. They told Ruth how much better thiswasfor the spirit and the bowel, but Ruth
missed mest, and now and then they indulged her with ham rolls or fish and chips.

Chloe and Ron had credit cards, and in the towns, where often the travel ers were refused service, Chloe
and Ron would queue up in the street at cash machines. Conversely sometimes, Peter, Susie, and Mike
would take the children and go begging.

Their lifewasamless, that was, literaly without ams. Thiswaswhét living was about, they said. Not to
joinin, becomeimprisoned by rules and inhibitions. One should Smply exigt.

Ruth, because she had lawlesdly, liberatedly, come to them, and perhaps because, as her injury faded,
she looked unusud, they had kept. But she never fitted in with them, her hair in along plait, her hands
without tattoos, her ears unpierced, her shoestoo big, her face like porcelain.

At night Allan would play the guitar, or they brought out the radio tape machine. But the music they
produced did not apped to Ruth. Shethirsted for Prokofiev, and Beethoven, as she did for the mest.

Ruth contributed nothing, athough now and then she joined the begging parties. She bought askirt and
T-shirt in an Oxfam shop. Chloe gave her the money. Ruth had not thought to take anything from Tom



Rob-bins, beyond the makeup kit he had given her. The methods of the travelers taught her what she
should have done, as oncein the street Roger found awallet. They shared the money equaly between
them.

The summer died around them asthey traveled up and down the roads. Smoky mornings, treeslike
bonfires. Frost on the vans, with their scratched painted dragons, and on the loads that were roped to
their tops. The clothes dtered afraction. Heavy jumpers, thicker socks, gloves and scarves, for Ruth a
dilapidated raincoat. The quarrels began. They were dways squabbling, but thiswas harsher. They
guoted Shakespeare and Nietzsche. Susie threw a saucepan.

Asthe cold shut down, the group began to break up.

Peter and Allan, Mitch, Roger and Tony went off together. Susie and Mike |eft separately. Then Pat was
gone, then Jane. They would be back, apparently, in the spring. The children were abandoned, at least
one by its parents, but desertion seemed to make no difference.

Ron and Colin, Clare and Chloe remained. And Ruth. Ron and Chloe became close. Ruth dept donein
the"girls van," at first with the children. But the children were afraid of Ruth, and in the end they went
into the Volkswagen with Chloe and Ron.

The remaining travelers overwintered above avillage built of gray stone, under rounded, louring hillsthat
eventualy were marbled with snow.

The cottage in which they lived was the summer retreat of Ron's elder brother, who perhaps did not
know that they werethere. Certainly they treated his furnishings with scant care, and used his eectricity
generoudy. There was no centra heeting, but dectric fireswerein al therooms, and in the living rooms
they burned wood on the open hearth.

They shopped in the village without problems.

The winter was a confinement. They al grew to hate each other deeply. Initidly Clare sded with Colin
againgt Ron and Chloe. Then Chloe and Clare banded together. One early morning, when the snow had
begun to melt, Ron drove off in the Volkswagen, leaving Chloe'sthingsin apile on the cottage floor.

Chloe mourned, and in the end Colin went to bed with her. This caused an ultimate estrangement of
which, oddly, Ruth was made the scapegodt.

In the spring, they cast Ruth forth. They had found out from her that she had afriend in Cheltenham. They
gave her some money to get there.

Ruth was not sorry to go. But as she walked along the village lane toward the highway, she felt a sense of
something left undone.

EmmaWatt had lived in Cheltenham, with her daughter and her daughter's husband. Ruth recalled
perfectly the number of the house, and the road. Emma, physically, sherecalled lesswell. Emmahad
been Ruth's mother, dthough not in name—"Mommy" was Rachagla. Emma, however, had brought Ruth
up, taught her to read, cooked for her, made her world. And then Emma's daughter had wanted Emma.
And Emmaleft Ruth at once. Ruth had been seven.

Ruth was twelve now. Unmarked, her birthday had gone by just before Christmas, when the travelers
had been organizing nut roast and carrot cake to celebrate.

Emmawould not recognize Ruth. But Ruth, who had forgotten Emmals face, would know Emmaat once.



There was adeegp anima excitement about going back. Ruth did not anayze it, was not even entirely
aware of it.

But on the journey, as she put on her skimpy skirt under the old raincoat in the station lavatory, Ruth
remembered she was Scarabae.

On some amorphous level, she had noted what had been wrong in her parting from Chloe and Clare and
Coalin. The thing she should have done. The thing she could do.

That she had not thereafter found Emmadid not count. She could go on looking for her. And she could
look anywhere, anywhereat all.

At the tramps fire, Sedge stirred as Ruth walked past above him. The other two dept.
Sedge got up and stumbled after Ruth.

When she turned, he plucked out the silver cross he till contrived to wear, unknown, about his neck, and
jiggledit a her.

Ruth showed her teeth like a cat, and ran away into the darkness.
CHAPTER 12

DURING THE LONG SUMMER EVENINGS, the Scarabae till dined after sunset. They would gather
beforehand in the white drawing room, in front of the white television, to watch the late news.

Eric camein first; sometimes he had been there most of the afternoon. Then Sashaand Miranda. Now
and then Rachaglawould join them. Why? The terrible events of the world did not truly penetrate her
mind. Powerless, she was uninterested. To be with the Scarabae then, maybe only a courtesy, before
dining.

Camillo was absent, with his handmaidens. They had gone on the trike to the Round House.

And the Scarabae women had come out of mourning. Tonight Sashawore lavender and Mirandaindigo.
They were new gowns, styled after the 1940s and '50s. Eric wore a correct evening jacket, perhaps
from the 1930s.

Rachaela had put on the gray sk dress she had selected from a catalogue, and on her hand the ruby ring
they had given her.

An hour before she had been naked in her bathroom, having dept dl afternoon.

She had tried not to look at her body, but there was along mirror opposite the bath, its glass clear with
only alittleflotation of enamel water lilies. Thismight be aconcession to her fleshly youth, asthe
windows which opened were the consolation of her waywardness.

Themirror had made her look, and see.

Black fleece of dightly curling hair, from the head and from the groin. Creamy skin without atouch of her
proper age. The dim firm body and immaculate breasts of awoman of twenty-five or -six. Beautiful. Yes,
she was beautiful. And once, she had felt so—one night. By the sea. With him.

But he was gone, and she was here.

She had dressed quickly and come down, down to the Scarabae and their television, to eude the dark



ghost of Adamusin her bedroom, who sometimes, even now, would approach her in dreams. The
wound of pleasure, which surely his death should have cauterized, even if the birth of Ruth had not.

Something political wasonthe TV screen.
"The Prime Minigter said today that she..."

Michael and Chetawere serving drinks. Miranda drank gin and tonic now, surely that had never been o,
before. Sashatook a cerise kir. And Eric had black brandy, as Stephan had done. Michagl brought
Rachaglaaglass of white wine. She noticed its peculiar freshness, an undertaste of apples. Shewas
about to ask Michael its origin, when adire picture darkened the screen. It was the frame of aburned
house.

Not, of course, like the Scarabae house, not remotely. Thiswas the remnant of aterrace dwelling, and it
had not, for example, collapsed. Y et the windows gaped in on arabid, empty blackness.

"... Thelatest fire, which aso occurred in southeast London, has now definitely been linked to the series
of other fires police have been investigating since April of this year. The circumstances surrounding the
first of these fires, which took place in Cheltenham, were quickly believed to be suspicious when the
remains of afrying pan werefound on thefloor of the downgairshall."

A shot of another burned ruin, in adifferent sort of terrace, with tall pillars now black and smoking. A
fireman stood in his battle helmet, smudged and very tired.

"Wedon't likethelook of it a dl," he said. Under his chest appeared the caption of his name and rank
and an April date. "There was no toxic materid in the house, and the fire seemsto have sarted
downgtairs. Two of the people don't seem to have woken up, and you'd expect they would. Thethird
man looked funny. | mean, he looked odd. Y ou get to know—the way they look. And it wasn't right.”

To another angle of this blackened house, the announcer went on in the voice he reserved for ill tidings
short of war and famine, "Two similar firesafew days later in the Oxford area aerted police nationwide.”

And another view came up, another house, also charred and inimical. Followed by others. All were
different and al had been rendered to a dreadful sameness.

The ruinswerefollowed by montages of scenes, happy family groups, confetti weddings, school outings,
such jolly, such ordinary occasions, days of roses and daisies the participants had not known would end
inthis. Names were read out, but they were gonein aflash.

The announcer resumed in histragedy voice:

"A chain of firesin Oxford, Reading, and Guildford were soon firmly connected to the Cheltenham case.
Forensic evidence, where available, reveded that dl the victims had died before the fires took hold, of
lacerations and punctures to the neck and throat. In the second of the Guildford fires, three smal children
were among the dead.”

More photographs, threelittle unlived-in masks, like unbought toys.

Another ruin and another fireman, face congested, nearly desperate. "We see somethings. But thislittle
kiddy. No, she was already dead. There can't be any doubt. The fire didn't get up to her." Picture and
sound were gbruptly cut off.

"Two firesin southeast London, the most recent of which took place during Sunday afternoon, are now
believed to be the latest of the arson attacks. Four people lost their lives. Names are being withheld until



relaives have been informed.” The announcer ralied like awarrior. "Police now say they havean
important lead.”

A police officer gppeared, in asuit no one had warned the producer would pixilate, so rainbows
zigzagged over the screen.

"A very curiousincident was reported at the scene of the latest attack. A young woman |eft the pet cat
with aneighbor just before thefire broke out. A similar event occurred in Guildford. A pet dog was
removed from the arsonist's target and placed with an animal shelter. The dog was quite unharmed and
has now been found anew home.”

The police officer cleared histhroat. "The owners weren't so lucky. Theimportant thing is, apparently, in
both cases, the animal was rescued by ayoung woman answering the same description. The animal
shelter don't have arecord of her, and unfortunately the neighbor who took in the cat, although she had
quite along conversation with the girl, was unable to give a detail ed description as she wasn't wearing her
glasses. However, we do have a description which matches a Polaroid photograph found in the second
south London house.”

The rainbows were replaced by ablurred, inadequate picture, its edges unevenly trimmed with black
burning.

In the silence, theworld hung in space.
Mirandagave asigh and her glassfell on the white carpet, letting out the bloodless gin.

"Thegirl isbelieved to be aged between sixteen and nineteen, iswhite, with very long black hair worn
loose down to her thighs. Sheisthought to be wearing jeans and a black leather jacket or ablack
T-shirt. Police say she should not be gpproached by the public, but anyone seeing her should contact
themimmediatdy.”

From such afunctionlessimage, no one on earth could know her. But to everyonein the room she was
known at once.

Rachaela had turned to ice. Sashadid not move, nor Michad, nor Cheta. Miranda did not move again.
But Eric had stood up.

Eric strode to the white television and lifted it up on hisleft hand asthough it were made of paper.

Eric screamed.

And with hisright fit, ringed and old and hard asiron, he smashed inthe TV screen, and with it the
blurred unrecognizable face of Ruth.

Before midnight, in alarge somber van, dl the papers came, severa with their ink still wet.

Every paper conceivably in London. Presumably. The grest stern sheets, the rags, some with colors and
some without.

Shewastherein dl of them, somewhere.
She had aname, not the name Emma had chosen for her.

They cdled her The Vixen. Tdly Ho, Hunt The Vixen. The Vixen—has she goneto earth? The Black
Vixen, where will she strike next?



It was probably the telephone which brought the newspapers to the Scarabae. Eric standing over it, the
wreckage of the TV behind him, pushing a the rest of the instrument with the receiver in his hand, trying
to get the operator, as perhaps he had sixty years ago. And then, turning round rigidly: " Michael . How
do I makethiswork?' And Michad coming to him and taking the receiver quietly. "It'sal right, Mr. Eric.
| will did."

Rachagla had |eft the room. She had gone up to her apartment and opened wide the windows.

The moon was high and wetted the trees of the common with milky white. The owl hooted in the air.
It wasimpossibleto stay.

Eventualy, she went down again.

After the papers came, the Scarabae investigated them. Rachaglatoo.

Dinner was not served.

Twice more they watched the news, now on a set which Michagl had brought up into the room.
Eric did not strike the screen again.

At two in the morning, the dragon trike came roaring up the road. Camillo entered the house with Lou
and Tray, and Eric sent Michael out to bring himin.

Camillo waked into the drawing room in his black leathers and his sllver adornments, and Lou and Tray
stood in the doorway like nymphs.

"My ears," said Camillo, "are full of the beat of enormous musica machines. Drums, guitars, synthesizers,
VOices."

"Forget them,” said Eric. "Ruthisin London.”

"Ruth," said Camillo. "Ugh."

Sashawent to him and gave him a paper, the Independent, Rachagla thought.

"Read. They cdl her The Vixen."

"Yes" sad Camillo. "For centuriesin this English tongue Vixen hasimplied awicked woman."

He glanced at the paper, then put it down.

"Cami," said Lou.

"Hush," said Camillo. Then, "Go up to your room."

Lou shrugged and Tray pulled atiny little face, then they were gone, obedient as golden greyhounds.
Mirandasaid, softly, "It'shorrible.”

"No," sad Camillo. "It'swhat we are.”

"Liar," said Eric. But hisviolence had disspated. "Michad," hesad, "l must use the telephone again.”
"Yes" sad Sasha



Miranda put her handsto her lips.
Rachadastood in stasis. What new demonstration of their dominion was to come?

She did not learn. For Michael dided along while, and when Eric spoke into the phone, it was in another
languege.

CHAPTER 13

PAMELA BELLINGHAM FELT RELIEF AND pleasure when she opened the front door. She had
thought Trevor would forget, again, to cdl the agency. And even if he did, they would just go on being

dilatory.
"Mrs. Watt?' asked the girl.

Pamelalaughed. "Oh, they dways get the name wrong, don't they. No, actualy it's Bellingham, but
Pameawill do. Comein. | saw you with the policeman. Were you asking the way?*

The girl paused. She looked very sdf-contained.
"Oh, yes"

Pamela had gone up into the children's playroom; they were making so much noise, perhaps they had
spotted the damn fox again. The house was on a corner, and looking out beyond the garden wall, Pamela
had seen thisyoung girl with long black hair in conversation with two uniformed policemen. The didogue
seemed completely ordinary, and it did not occur to Pamelathat the police might have stopped the girl
rather than the other way about. In any case, apolice car suddenly pulled up, and another uniformed
officer jumped out and ran across. They left the girl druptly. All three men got into the car and drove off.

The girl did not appear either surprised or annoyed, although Pamela, in her situation, would have been
decidedly irritated.

Then the girl camein through the gate, and Pamelaredized that Trevor had got on to the agency at ladt,
dedlt with everything, and they had sent the au pair.

Shewas ceartainly easier on the eye than the previous one.
Pamela buzzed her through the hdl into the kitchen.

"Would you like a coffee? As you can see, we've got most of the gadgets, it shouldn't be too awful for
you. Washing machine there, dishwasher, microwave. Well have adrink and I'll take you over the house.
It ishonestly just light work—making the beds, abit of dusting, Hoover once aweek or if Trev'sgot
someone coming. Help me with adinner party now and then. And, of course, the brats. They did tell you
about the brats, didn't they? The last girl didn't realize we had two. It was a bit of ashock.” Thisgirl
nodded, obliquely.

"They're super kids. Redlly bright. But they are ahandful sometimes. Dominic goesto school usudly, but
itsone of their holidays. Violet's only three. And what's your name?”

"Ruth.”

"Mm, lovely. Biblicd. | like the old names. That'swhy | chose Violet. | try to dressher in violet, too. Did
they tell you about usat dl?’

"No," said Ruth. "They didn't tel me anything much.”



"Your Englishisawfully good," gushed Pamela, preparing wesk instant coffee. She wondered to what
ethnic group Ruth belonged. Probably Savic, dthough there was adelicacy, asmal-boned, fragile
endurance that reminded her only of the Chinese.

When the kettle had boiled and hot water had gone into the cups, Pamela put them on abig pinetable
with abowl of sugar and a carton of single cream. Fedling expansive Pameaa so brought the biscuit
barrel, which was formed like a pig, and contained the luxury biscuits with apple, rasins, and icing sugar.

"Help yoursdlf. | fed were going to get dong fine. I'm an artist, that'swhy | need some help in the house.
| work full-time a home. Book jackets mostly. I'm working on something at the moment. Absolutely
dreadful, some fantasy book. But | lways do my best, even when | don't like the materid. That's one
thing | have to make plain. When I'min my studio, I'm afraid it'sano-go area. | mustn't be disturbed.
Unless something dire happens with the brats."

Pamelanoticed that Ruth had taken her sixth biscuit. She might have to be firm, there. It would be a
shamefor Ruth to spoil her lovely figure.

Pamela sghed inwardly. She had been eight stone when she and Trevor got married. But after the
children she had put on weight. Of course, her shape was till dl right, but she wasthree sone heavier.
Ruth made her fed it, dthough Pamela did not acknowledge this. She shut the ssomach of the pig and
stood up.

"Well, | expect you'd liketo see what you'rein for. Bring your coffee.”
"I'vefinished it, thank you."

Thetour of the house was quite brief. Pamdawould walk into aroom, wave her ams artistically so her
large breasts gesticulated in her cotton shirt, and then lead Ruth out again. Downstairs was a brown room
with two large modern paintings, Trev's "study,” which was done in beige with aposter of Corfu, and a
smdl dining room with achanddier and orangewals.

Upgtairs on the second floor were the bedrooms and two bathrooms, one black and white with sepia
photographs, and one yolk yellow, with ared abstract, and Pamelas studio, alarge chamber in vermilion.
On the vermilion were the large framed paintings Pamela had done for particularly successful books, and
framed |etters from authors and publishers thanking her. On an easdl was an unfinished oil of mountains,
towers, agirl and awinged horse. On severd tableslay tubes of paint and brushes, bottles of turps, rags,
variousimplements.

When they reached the third floor, there was avery smal room which had been varnished purple. This
was gpparently to be Ruth's.

"l can't land dl that pink and chintz," said Pamda

There was dso asmal bathroom. Across the landing were the children’s bedrooms, and next door, their
playroom. Quite an amount of noise was till coming from here.

"lan'tit ghastly,” said Pamela, with astrange pride, "'so much energy. We put them up here out of the
way. Trev sayswe should fit them with Slencers.”

She opened the door. The room was white, and all over the walls were the drawings Pamela had
encouraged her children to make, so theimmediate effect was one of dangerous lunacy.

Violet was itting in her violet frock and mauve tights on the carpet. She was holding her doll, whose
head had just been pulled off by Dominic. Her expression was of surgical interest, interrupted.



Dominic was hiding behind the door. He burst out on his mother with ayell. She caught him laughing and
held him off.

"Now don't be naughty, darling. Look who I've brought up to seeyou. Thisis Ruth.”

"Wooth," said Violet. She widened her eyes, and dropped her headless doll. Standing up, sheraised her
skirt. "Ook. I've dot villip panties.” She had.

Dominic pointed at the violet panties. " Rude.”

Violet came dowly and determinedly across the floor to Ruth, staring at her. "Do you wand teer my

song?
Pamelasaid, "Not just yet, darling. Y ou can sing to Ruth in aminute.”
Dominic shouted, with great force, "Ruth! Bloody old Ruth!™”

"Darling!" cried Pamela. "They pick up thisswearing,” she added. "Now you mustn't say thingslike
thet."

"Bloody!" shouted Dominic. He beamed at his mother. "Bloody old Ruth!"”
Pamelaignored him. Violet had gripped Ruth's hand.

"L uff, luff medoo," sang Violet on one note.

"Shelikesthe Bestles" said Pamela

"Luff, luff medoo," sang Violet. "L uff, luff—"

"Actualy,” said Pamela, "Ruth, do you think you could hold the fort here for aminute? Theré's aphone
cal | should have made..." She backed into the doorway and Dominic said, "Bloody phone.”

"Now, Dominic, I'vetold you not to use that word." Pamelawas gone.
Dominic looked up at Ruth.

"Who the hell areyou?’

Ruth did not answer.

Violet said, "She'sthe opar.” She seemed to be making a concentrated effort to speak in an odd, cute
way.

"She'sugly," said Dominic, "and she's stinky. Stinky Ruth.”
Ruth looked down at Dominic.

Dominic held her gaze for perhaps ten seconds and gradudly his own flattened out. Then he turned away
and punched Violet briskly onthearm. Violet fell at Ruth'sfeet. "He hid me." Shetook hold of Ruth'sleg.
"I wan Mommy. Mommy pud me terbed. | wan my doll. My doll's called Penny she'sgod red hairan she
widdles bud he pulled haheadov."

Dominic went to thewindow and Violet sobbed but without tears, looking up to seeif Ruth would
respond. Ruth did not respond.



At thewindow Dominic tensed.

"Thereitis" He glanced a Ruth. "It'safox. Mommy saysthe council men will come and poisonit.”
Violet sad, "Smdly old fogs. It goesin the dudspin.”

"Mommy put out some poison,” said Dominic, "but the old fox didn't eat it."

"Kill thefogs" said Violet.

Ruth walked over to the window and Violet let go of her jeans perforce and sprawled on thefloor.
Dominic had eased open the window and was leaning out.

Like apremature autumn leaf, the fox wasin the garden. It had jumped catlike over thewall, and now
doglike it nosed about atub of geraniums. Itstail had awhite blaze. It was young and whole, vitd and
mysterious. Dominic went over to a child-sized chair and raised the seat. He took out a catapult and
some smdl sharp stones.

"Mommy says" said Violet, "you musson have a cadapull.”
"Bequiet or I'll kick you. I'm going to hit the fox."
"Hidit," said Vidlet. "Hid it intheeye."

Shetoo cameto the window. Violet and Dominic stood there, hein his Lilliputian trousers and shirt and
shein her violet clothes, and the little boy took aim with his catapult, and the little girl squesked excitedly,
s0 he had to tell her again to be quiet.

The catapult was homemade from a strong twig and a strong dastic band. Asthe dastic tautened, Ruth
leaned across and drew it further back, past the child's ear, so the band snapped. The whiplash caught
Dominic on the cheek and he yelped with pain and amazement.

Violet screamed and Ruth dapped her face.
Therewas, findly, true silence.

And out on the lawn the fox, perhaps sensing some fera current more intense than poison and stones,
Sorang away over the fence and into the adjoining row of gardens.

"I'll tell Mommy," said Dominic, "what you did."

"And I'll tell my father,” said Ruth, "about you. My father only comes out at night. He'stal and pale and
hiseyesglow in the dark. He's dead. He can do anything. He can walk up walls. Hell wak up thisone.
Hell break the window without a sound. Hell comein and drink your blood.”

Both children stared now. Violet whimpered, and was motionless. Tremuloudy Dominic said, "Yourea

bloody old liar."
"Wait and see" said Ruth.

Dominic said nothing more.

A minute later, Ruth came out of the playroom and went down to the second floor. She could hear
Pameataking animatedly on the phonein thefirst floor hall.



Ruth went into the studio. She passed the gaudy, unmagica canvas of mountains and winged horse. She
unerringly went to one of the tableswhere, bright as silver, ascalpd bladelay shining likeadtar.

Trevor Bdlingham worried dl the way home, about how Pamelawould go on. He had forgotten to keep
after the agency and probably that would mean another week without an au pair. They never stayed
anyway, daunted by the stacks of boring domestic chores Pamelaleft them, the snack medls, the
troublesome children. ..

Trevor worried al through the late-afternoon traffic, which presently became complicated by fire engines.
Then hereached his street and could not get through.

Standing irate by his car, he soon discovered that his chore-filled house, Pamela, Dominic and Violet,
had dl ceased to be aworry.

CHAPTER 14
A DAY LATER, THE IVORY TELEPHONE rang. The notes of it passed through the house like awls.

Presumably it called in answer to the use Eric and Michadl had made of it. Presumably one of them lifted
the receiver and spoke.

Rachagla did not go to see. She did not ask.
And aday after that, two days after the Scarabae had used their telephone, Malach came.

The sunset had been hot and threatening, fires, blood. The Scarabae kept to their rooms, and if they
watched the news there Rachagla did not know. From the upper apartment |eaked the dim organ wash
of Camillo's new music, but perhaps only Lou or Tray was playing it.

After the sunset camethe night.

Rachaglasat in her window, and watched the common dlter. It became astage set for Swan Lake,
which once she had seen danced. The great trees were stroked with platinum by the early moon. Only
the lake was missing; instead the clearing, the glade, lay down the dope where by day dogs were waked
and bicycleswheded. Camillo had come from this direction, northwest.

A swan did not fly over to alight upon the lake of glade.
It was ahelicopter.

The stammering drone of it pressed up over the house, growing too large, asthe noise of Camillo'strike
had done.

Then the peded lights tore down. The moon was eclipsed.
Without complications, a preposterous insect, the helicopter landed in the glade.

Thewind fromitsagria blades poured back against the house. Rachaglafdt it on her face, adry
chemica smoom.

She stood up.

A tracery of colored streaks il glimmered on the dope, reflections of the windows of the house.
Michael moved out among them, and went down toward the powerhouse of the helicopter. Thewind



pushed at him, but he moved upright and unwavering.

Sheimagined dl the Scarabae, dl that were |€eft, up at their lit casements, watching. Eric, Sasha, and
Miranda. Perhaps Cheta. And hersdlf.

Thelights of the helicopter glared between the trees, and the blades rotated. Then it waslifted again,
graight up, over the pinesinto the night. And was gone.

The moon came back.

They moved out from the glade between the trees. Four figures. There were two men, Michagl and
another, carrying four dark bags. And then two more, fantastic.

Black and white.
Rachadathought, Camillo again.
But thiswas not Camillo.

He wastall, straight as a creature of black iron, and the moon found out the pale angles of face and
hands, and the ghost-shadows of two whitish dogs that padded up the dope ahead of him. They wore
black collarswith silver spikes, and went unleashed, not looking back, not straying, warrior dogs
marching to adrum. The drum must beet in hisbrain, to hold them like that.

Adamus...
Not Adamus, either.

As he passed between the trees, the moon took, and became, his hair. It was amane that fell to his
waid. It was white as anuclear explosion, the blind white of athousand suns.

Behind him walked, nonchdantly, a black-haired woman in ablack velvet coat. Not Lou, nor Tray. She
was not a handmaiden, so much was obvious. Nearly astdl as he, striding on her high and inky hedls.

They were thirty feet from the house when the owl cried in the oak.
The man with white hair checked, and at his back the black-haired woman halted.

He answered the owl, softly and persuasively. His mimicry was passionlesdy exact. Then heraised his
am.

The owl floated from the tree top like ademon on silken sails. It cameto him, and settled on hiswrigt, a
facon.

This scene burned through Rachagla's eyes like hurt or fire. It was so curious, so beautiful, so bizarre,
unsuit—able and marvelous.

For perhaps one minute he stood there, the white-haired man, the owl resting on him, itswings
outspread. Then it lifted up, asthe helicopter had done, and soared away into the common woods.

He laughed. She heard him. It was an arid sound.
One of the dogs barked. He spoke then.

"Quiet, Oskar. You are not yet introduced.”



Hisvoice was musicdl, asthe voice of Adamus had been, yet not the same. This voice wasthe color of a
white spirit, some brandy ditilled in the dark. It had too the faintest trace of accent, or maybe only a
different rhythm.

Asthey moved into the reflections of the windows, he glanced up and noticed her, but that was dl. She
could not see him well for shadow and shine. The woman, however, smiled, raising her face which caught
apane of daf-fodil light. She was beautiful, extraordinary. They walked around the wall.

Then the house received them.

Rachaegla came down the stairs, and, rather to her surprise, Mirandawas coming down after her. They
stood together on the third step up, and through the open door, out of the night, Michagl had come, and
the other man, carrying the bags.

Sashaand Eric were dready in the hall, and Cheta, to one side.

Thegreat rosy oil lamps, which were aso lighted at the same time asthe dectricity, fluttered against the
pillarslike pink moths.

The woman entered first. Her beauty was astonishing, for it improved with proximity. Her black hair was
like Rachadlds, very long and dightly curling. Shewas very tal, perhaps six foot in her high hedls.

She stood aside like aroya herad, and the man came in with the two dogs.
"Mdach," sad Eric.

"Eric,” said the man. He came forward and held out hishand. Eric clasped it. They stayed quite il
looking at each other.

The man wastal and spare, as Rachaglahad aready seen, and framed in the flood of wintry hair hisface
was that of an adventurer, acommander, one who fought. High cheekbones and thin muscular jaw, nose
aquiline but not thin, lipsinclined to refinement but perhaps of cruelty. The eyeswere the pae blue of
aquamarines. Not black. She had expected black, like those of the Scarabae. (But then, her own eyes
werepae)

On hisleft hand werefour large rings of tarnished silver. Hetook hisright hand from Eric'sas Eric let him
go. Turning to Sasha, this man called Maach raised her fingers and brushed them with his mouth. He
indicated the woman gracefully. "Althene” And then the man who stood with Miched. "K&." And lastly
the two dogs. "Os-kar, Enki." He added, "The dogs behave well in the house. | shouldn't have brought
them otherwise”

"Enki howled in the hdlicopter,” said the woman, Althene. She had adeep voice, velvet like the coat.
Also the trace of accent.

"Yes. Enki howled." Mdach ruffled the head of the paler dog. Both were abinos, wolfhoundstinted by a
dtrain of something ese, and both vast aslions, with long curved tails and oddly bluish amber eyes.

"You aredl welcome" said Eric.
"And the dogs," said Sasha. She amiled. "Weve missed animals.”

Mirandatook Rachaela's arm and drew her down the stairs. Rachagla had not expected this. It wasa
medieva scene, or something from a Renai ssance film. She was led to Maach by Mirandain the
lamplight.



"Miranda," said Malach. He kissed Miranda's hand lightly, courteously. Rachaglalooked up at him,
geding hersdf. But when hisblue eyes cameto her, sheflinched.

"Thisis Rachaela, the daughter of Adamus."

"Yes" hesad. "And the mother of Ruth.”

"And who areyou?' said Rachagla

He did not take her hand.

"Maach. Didn't you ligen?'

"Y ou're Scarabee.”

"Of course,” hesaid. "All of us. Why else are we here?’

"Andwhy are you here?'

"Rachada," said Eric, "thisisn't the time for questions. It has been along journey, over the sea.”
"Youtold me'" Rachaglasad, "they told me. You're dl the Scarabae there were. Thelast."
"Wearethelast," said Eric, "here.”

"Rachaelais confused,” said Maach. "'|l—we—are Scarabae of another branch. Still Scarabae.”
Out of thelamplight, Althene said smoothly, "There are many Scarabae.”

"And in necessity,” said Sasha, "where else should we turn?”

Rachaela moved back a step. She was afraid of Mdach. Was it the same fear she had felt of Adamus,
terror of male beauty and power, the dominance of aman and dl it implied, the pitfal, the trap?

But Maach was aso frightening in another way. Adamus had been apriest, but Malach was awarrior.

Rachadla stood asde, and let them &l move on into the gold and white drawing room from which the
broken television had been removed. The dogs followed decoroudly.

Michadl and Cheta and the new one, Kel, were serving drinks, cups of greeting. Kel set down alarge
water bowl into which he poured a measure from atankard of beer. The dogs went to it and began to
drink loudly and couthly. Kei took the tankard next to Maach.

Malach wore black. Black trousersinside black boots, ablack shirt and long black coat.

But Althene took off her velvet wrap to revea adress folded about her like two leaves againgt astem,
the color of green Han jade. Her pale throat was bare and her long fingers, but on her left wrist was a
huge sunflower of dull antique gold held on agolden band. Her ova nails were painted the same shade.
Her face was exquisitely made up, her black eyesin a coffee mask, lipstawny, the hint of tawny blusher
on her cheeks. Her lashes were long as those of aleopardess.

Rachaela stood in the doorway like abad child who had crept down to spy on the grown-ups.
Cheta brought her agoblet of wine and shetook it uneasly.

They were Scarabae. The Scarabae were everywhere.



They had no look of dust, cobwebs, but in fact Eric,

Sasha, and Miranda had greetly lost that look. Even the man Kel was firm and soldierly, an adjutant to
Mdach's captain. Like the incredible Althene he too had the black Scarabae eyes.

But Maach was arogue. Hisblood, like hers, Rachaglas, must be mixed.

They had lost their champion, Adamus. They had had to borrow anew knight from another board. But it
was dill chess.

"Michael and Chetawill take you up to your rooms. We hope you'll be comfortable.” Eric paused. He
sd, "Camillo..."

"lan't here," said Mdach. Hetilted back hiswhite head and his hair brushed histhighs. "Upstairs hiding?'
Mirandasad, "Camillo ischanging, like abutterfly.”

"At last," said Maach. His chisded, crue mouth curled amoment, then rdaxed. "Y ou were used to cal
himUnde"

Eric shook hishead. "If you prefer—"
"Let'sbeyoung,” said Mdach. "You are Eric. Let him be Camillo."

Malach's was the face of aman of thirty-eight or thirty-nine. If he was a Scarabae that would probably
mean that he was ahundred years old, or older. If one believed their stories.

Althene crossed her legs. Her short black boots were embroidered with jade green and golden flowers.
Above showed a sheer stocking with aseam of charcoa black.

Was she Maach's? She did not seem to belong to him, and surely women would be his belongings, not
his companions.

Rachagla put down her unfinished wine,
"Y ou're here because of Ruth."
Mirandasad, "It'sdl right, Rachada"

"We couldn't contain her," saild Rachagla. She made hersdlf ook at Malach. "White knight to take black
queen.”

"A traditiond move" said Eric.

Malach did not answer. The two dogs, having drunk their tipple, had come to him and were leaning their
largelion headson hisside.

Althene said, "What does Rechadlafear?'

"Nothing," Rachedlasaid harshly. "I warned them in the beginning. Ruth isademon.”
"But you don't beievein demons” said Althene.

Her black eyes had a different power. It was there nevertheless.

Rachaglalooked away. "I've never believed any of it, yet I'm caught up init.”



Sashasaid, "Don't be afraid, Rachada"

Rachadla shut her mouth tightly. It would be unwise to argue. She had never been ableto talk to any of
them. The conversations were carried on on aplane that had to do with psychology and the spirit,
bypassing conscious feding and need. 1t was happening again.

What did Ruth matter?
Demon child. Black queen.
Let Maach hunt her, out in the checkered forests of London's day and night.

In her room Rachagla put on asymphony by Shostakovich, but it had too much eerie strength. She was
becoming nervous of classica music, which opened so many mental doors unbidden.

Instead she switched on her television. The newscaster was speaking of ariot somewhere, and she
watched with acaming sense of detachment.

The house was now curioudy full.
It had been injected with new blood. The wiring sang.
Why did Camillo conced himsdf, or did he?

Rachaglatook off her clothes. She sat naked in achair, brushing her hair before the blind mirror of the
tdevison.

"... body, which was discovered in woods near the sight of the fire, is thought to be of the young woman
police have been trying to trace. The girl, aged between sixteen and nineteen, was found in bracken by
two cycligs. Sheisthought to have died during the night.”

A man gppeared in ablank brown suit. Someone must have told him about the pixilation of his previous
garment.

"Y es, were pretty certain thisis The Vixen. No, there were no signs of violence. It seemslikely she took
her ownlife

Rachadlas vison and hearing apparently fused with darkness, or € se time jumped. Suddenly the screen
wasfull of another event. The Vixen and her death were gone.

In awood. Ruth... asuicide under the trees.
No. It was not true. No.

Thetelephone... the telephone and the helicopter. Malach had come. Somehow, somehow the media
and the law had been deflected. The Scarabae—cared for their own.

CHAPTER 15

UNDER THE TREES LAY A HOT UNBREATH-ing shadow. The day was stormy, the sky adense
blue-gray against which the green of the leaves became an acid lime. The graveyard stretched along
way, broken now and then by upflung angels and the dark lines of conifers. Already afew cones had
falen from the chestnuts, perfect as artifacts. Flowers stood in vases dying on the graves, adeath for a
desth.



She had come across afdlen angd, brought down by agae and never tidied. Tall grass had grown up
about her and through her wings, which were broken.

Ruth studied the angdl, the picture of the graves meandering away like dragon'steeth sownin alawn.

Then the man and woman came and sat down on the bench just beyond the chestnuts. They had not seen
her. They did not speak for ten minutes.

"I know why you doit," he said eventudly. It was atense, low, furious voice.

"Y ou don't. Y ou think you do."

"l do know. Don't you tell mewhat | know."

"Youimaginethings”

The man grabbed and pulled on the woman's arm and she gave a soft cry of pan.
"l sad, don't tell mewhat | think."

He was thickset and not tall, with thinning hair and agood-looking, tanned face. She was tanned not at
al. Sheworelipstick and dark glasses, two pieces of adisguise. She twisted her hands, then rubbed her
arm where he had hurt her.

"Can't you leave me aone, Richard, I'm not doing anything. | just like to make a bit of money for myself.”
"You don't need it. | can give you money. God, you get enough out of me."
"Y ou want to eat, don't you?' she said.

"How many women can say they don't have to work? Y ou don't need to. | make enough. Y ou're sitting

pretty.”

"Pretty," she sad, with apeculiar emphass. -

"Yes, pretty. But you want to be pretty for him, don't you?'
"Him. What him! Y ou're crazy."

He hit her, lightly, atap to the side of the face that swung her head around and disodged the dark
glasses.

Ruth could plainly see the woman had ablack eye.

The woman put back the glasses. She said, desperately, "'l just want abit of money for myself.”
"Yes," hesad, "so you can run out on me."

"I wouldn't—"

"No, you won't. Becauseif you ever try it, I'll find you. I'll find the pair of you. It won't be just your eye
then, Linda I'll take him out. And I'll put you inawhedchair.”

Then the slencefel again. It was like the shadow of the coming storm, the pause before the thunder.

Shesad, quietly, "All right. I'm sorry. I'll—I'll giveinmy notice. I'll do it tonight.”



"Yes" hesad.
"I'll have to work out the week."
"No."

"Of course | will. Bereasonable, Richard..." She hesitated but now he did not strike. " Just the week.
Then I'll be home. We can—well try and make ago of it."

"We haveto," he said. Then he had seized her again, thistimeinto hisarms. A scent boiled from the
bench, Lentheric for men, and an undernote, like burning insulation. "You'redl I've got, Linda. My Linda
| don't mean to hurt you. Y ou know you're everything to me."

Presently they got up. They began to walk dowly together, like sick people released from ahospital,
aong the path beneath the chestnuits.

Ruth followed.

The house wasin awalled park, one of severd, al dike. Fudge walls and a bright red roof. Through the
leaded windows showed lacy curtains, avase of flowerslike the graveyard. The garden wastiny, just
room enough for abarbecue and chairs.

After they had gonein, ingtinct made Ruth wait.
Above, the curtains in the bedroom were drawn.

Haf an hour after this, alight came on in one of the downgtairsrooms. It was very dark, the ssorm was
nesr.

Ruth went to the door. There was an ornate knocker, no bell. Ruth knocked.

The woman, Linda, came to the door in a housecoat. She had put on her glasses again.
"Mrs. Watt?'

"Our name's Reeves. There used to be a Watt— number six, | think."

"No. Thisisthe house."

"It can't be, I'm afraid. They dl ook the same, these houses.”

"|'ve comeinto London. I've come along way."

"Y ou poor thing." Linda Reeves was flustered and contrite. "I'd ask you in, but I'minarush. | havean
evening job, you see. And Richard. HE's very busy."

Silence

The storm gathered like aslent churning cloud.

"Can | useyour phone, please?' asked Ruth.

"Oh, God, the phone. No—I'm sorry. It's broken. Richard—that is, we had an accident.”

A wind passed over the garden, the wings of angels, Semitic, hot and stifling, and the little treesin the
little gardens bent beforeit.



"Can | comein?' said Ruth.

Linda Reeves put her hand to her mouth.

"l can't—I daren't. My husband's—he's not very well.”

Ruth stood below the door, the passing of thewind lifting ahao of her hair, like fragile wings.
"I'vecomealong way."

"I'm sorry. I'm really—I'm sorry."

Linda Reeves shut the door of the fudge house abruptly.
Ruth stood outside.

Updtairs she heard him shout.

"Wheat are you doing?"

And the woman shouted back, "Oh hell, for Christ's sske—"
"Don't usethat language!" he shouted. "I've told you—"

And through the walls of the house, one breeze-block thick, Ruth heard Richard Reeves descend. She
heard him come into the living room and through the lace, in the lamplight, she saw him smash Linda
Reeves across the face so shefell to the wal-to-wall carpet.

"Don't ever do that."

"I'm—sorry, Richard."

Far off, the thunder murmured.

Ruth knocked again.

But no one came and the door stayed shut.
CHAPTER 16

UP THROUGH THE EARTH WALKED THE white-haired man. It was early in the afternoon, and the
intestines of the tube had their usua smdl of theinsde of aHoover.

A sparse crowd came and went. And through the warm plastic air, unsuitably heavenly, ribboned the
cadencesof aviolin.

At the dbow of atunnd, the violinist gppeared. A young girl playing, asif done with the instrument and
her soul.

The crowd trotted robotically by and vanished.
Malach stopped to listen.

If the girl was aware of him, she did not show it. The crowd had been aware and had stared a him,
sometimes turning ahead over ashoulder.



Theviadlin played Paganini, cunningly adapted.
After perhaps aminute, Maach tossed acoin into the biscuit tin.
Apparently logt in her dream, the violinist inwardly cursed him.

What had rung againgt the ten- and twenty-pence pieces was plainly aforeign coin, little, thin and yellow.
Worthless. Later shewould take it out and puzzle briefly over the vague equestrian figure, before
throwing the coin away. Her fortewas music.

It wastrue the coin wasforeign. A French gold franc of the early fifteenth century.

Malach went up out of the tube station into the intensity of the late-summer afternoon. The sky was
heavy, and thunder was muttering like distant cannon. A light that resembled rain, drily wet, hung on the
street. Cars pushed through, and tall red buses. To every era, its panoply.

On the pavement achild eating an ice cream gazed up at Maach amile above. Maach observed the
child. It was old, imprisoned in theimmature body and clearly uncomfortable. He touched its head as he
passed, weight-lesdy, with onefinger.

At the bus stop two young women saw Maach and giggled secretively. When abus came, he got on to
it.

It carried him dowly and bumpily across London, through a sea of stares.
Thelines of streets curved and twisted, ebbed and flowed.

Sometimes girlswalked dong them, somewith black hair.

He watched from the windows of red buses, with eyeslike river-washed stones.

At aquarter past Six, The Cockerdl had dready filled with young men in sharp gray suits and creamy
shoes. Thethree fruit machines flashed, reflecting on the lagers and the gin and tonics, diver's watches,

gold Sgnet rings.

The door opened and otherness walked through, dow and till.
"Here, Kev. Look at this."

They looked, laughing, nudging each other.

At home, the obedient lacquered mothers waited with low-burning oven dinners and speedy microwaves.
Thegirlfriends werein their showers, preparing themselves for brown smooth hands loaded by watches
and rings. Outside were the paper-cutout cars, glittering in the sun, the perfect hot English summer a
ruined ozone layer had dlowed.

And herewasthis, this misfit. Something from the night. Dusty black, pae unred tan, blizzard hair.

Kev'shair was very short, haf aninch. In hisright ear was the hole the earring had once made before he
left off wearing it. Hewould tell people now he got the aperture in afight.

Kevin watched the outcast come up to the bar.

"I don't think much of your one," said Den. "She'stoo tal." Den was pleased by hiswit and his glasses
shone.



"Shhh," said Kev, "I want to hear what it drinks. Malibu and orange? Bristol Cream?"
The outcast spoke softly to the barman.

"Wheat did he say?'

"Beer, hedrinks beer."

"Nah, hesgoingtowash hishar init."

They waited, as the white-haired man waited. His back was turned to them, which intuitively they took
for asgn of weakness.

"I wonder where he getsit styled,” said Ray.
"Hedont gyleit, just putsfertilizer onit, makeit grow."

They laughed, and the white-haired man turned. He faced them, smiling. He had the beer now, which he
raised.

"Proost."

"Oh, hean't English.”

"He don't know what we've been saying.”

"Here, matey, where you from?"

"Bloody German.”

"Nah, they look like pigs, Den."

"Yes, helooksmorelikearat."

The dow riverine eyes went over them. The smiledid not lessen.
Malach dipped onefinger in hisbeer. They watched, fascinated.

Maach drew acircle around the rim of hisglass. A faint slver note came fromit, irritating to the ear as
tinnitus.

"Do you think it's some sexud gesture?' Kev asked Ray.

"Maybe hefancies Den."

"Take off your glasses, Den, and give him akish."

The note on the beer glass became suddenly shrill and unbearable. Acrossthe bar afew heads turned.
Maach removed hisfinger from the glass. It went on Snging. Helifted the beer to hislips.

And Kev's gin tumbler broke into fragments, showering on the floor. The gin and tonic splashed across
his pink shirt. Kev yelled. He had gone white. Blood dripped on his diver's watch, which he had not
noticed yet had stopped.

"Chrigt," said Den. "Oh Christ, my glasses—" He pulled them off and one of the lenses cracked in half



and fell out onto the ground. He went down on his hands and knees on the lary carpet, stupidly trying to
find thetwo bits.

Ray backed off. He put hisdrink on the table. "All right, mate," he called out at Maach. Then heturned
and walked quickly into the Street.

Malach shrugged.

The glass had stopped singing and he drained it.

A few people watched curioudy, not understanding what had happened.
Kev sad, "Very clever, smart-arse.”

Maach leaned forward. He caught Kev'sface in hislong hand with the tarnished rings. Kev's whiteness
went to green.

"Tot Ziens," Mdach said, and Kev wet himsaf.

Outside on the pavement Ray was not in Sight. An old woman came past, stepping carefully over
Malach's shadow.

The sun was amethyl orange star in the western sector of the sky. The storm had not broken.
CHAPTER 17

GRADUALLY THE TERRACE WAS LOSING the sun. A coal breezerriffled through the garden trees,
and Lou and Tray had goldenly sat up. Althene, beneath her sunshade, continued with her book.

Earlier in the afternoon, Althene had disturbed Lou, and particularly Tray, by hanging up on the sunny
wall agas mask in which grew aclump of yellow and red poppies.

"That'sredly gross," said Lou. Tray cowered in her chair, going "Ugh, ooh," asthough cold dimy things
crawled over her.

"Not at al," said Althene. She towered above them on her long legs, most of which adlit in her Mocha
skirt reveded. "A symbol of peace. After the gas, bayonets and bombs, the battlefield is covered by
flowers"

Later Lou said, "l saw aring shaped like a gas mask."

During the afternoon Lou and Tray went on toasting themsealves, turning to the sun like sunflowers and
pulling their chairs about the terrace.

Althene, pale asalily, read under her sunshade.

Rachaegla watched from the shadow bel ow, where the trees massed thickly.

The Scarabae had vanished. That was, the first

Scarabae. Only this specimen of the new Scarabae, Al-thene, remained, imperturbable.

In the morning, about four, the man Kel had gone to Covent Garden. He returned at seven in acar, with
meset and vegetables. In the kitchen, aroll of knivesand other culinary utensils lay above the sacred
mangle. Chetaand Michadl deferred to Kel in matters of cuisine. That was hisfunction.



And Maach wasthe hunter. He was gone. A fiery tension |eft the house when hewas not init.
But Althene, if shewas not Malach's, what was her role?
The book was an English nove. The sunshade was turquoise.

Now and then Althene would glance across the garden and Rachaglawould pretend an interest in her
own book. But she had |ost the habit of reading, and having chosen the volume at random from the
library inthe London village, it did not hold her. It was only an excuse,

Once there had been arumble of thunder, but it was aplanet away.

Althene mesmerized Rachagla. Not her glamour, which was overwhelming, but some terrible qudity of
serenity and precision. It had avoken Rachaglato an uncomfortable interest. All these monthswith the
family, indeed, had done so. She did not know now what she felt about Ruth. Perhaps, like the
Scarabae—the former Scarabae—she wanted only to put Ruth from her mind and |et others seeto it.
Would the apparition of Maach find Ruth? If so, in what capacity? Was Ruth the vampire and he the
vampire hunter? Or was he the predator and Ruth the victim? An innocent white-skinned maiden— who
killed.

She thought of Eric smashing in the face of the TV screen, the face of Ruth.
There were no answers, only interminable questions.

The breeze moved over the garden again, and Lou and Tray twittered like sparrows. They would goinin
aminute, perhaps searching for Camillo, who also had disappeared.

They had seen Mdach that morning.

Rachaela had noted them holding their breath asthey stared at him from the dining room, where
sometimes, about eleven o'clock, they drank orange juice or Fanta.

If Camillo wasthefilm director, what was Mdach in their scheme of things?

The two wolfhounds had been exercised on the common by Kel, and then they too had gone away,
perhapsto the kitchen to consort with him.

Some kind of delivery had aso come. Clothes, seemingly, for Althene. Perhaps this dark brown garment,
clinging to the dim, flat-bellied form, the narrow buttocks, and high, quivering breasts.

Rachaela studied Althene and her body as she descended into the garden.

"How wiseto St beneath thetree," Althene said, standing over her. "Those two awful little girlswith their
cooked skin. In ten yearsthey will be withered asraisns, but not so appetizing.”

Rachadasad, "At least, you come out by day."

"Oh, yes. That istheir age, Eric and Sashaand Miranda. To be afraid of sunlight.”
"One of them was consumed by it."

"Redly?' said Althene, dispassionate. "Who?"'

"Miriam."



"Y ou mean, she caught fire?"

Rachadlasaid coldly, "No, that'stoo dramatic, isn't it? | mean she couldn't stand the sun. She fell down
and then shedied.”

"Or perhapsit was the shock of the house burning. And of the degaths of the others."

"Areyou likethem?' said Racheela

"Yes. No."

"And you like word games, too."

"All sortsof games,” said Althene.

"l mean, do you claim to have lived hundreds of years? Do you drink blood? Y ou, and Mdach.”

"That is," said Althene, "apersond question. Intrusive. Do you mean to offend? What's your purpose?’
"They evade questions. They wriggle around them."

"To thefamily, sometimes, the question of blood, being to do with lovemaking, is condgdered—impolite.”

"But you're young and liberated. What are you? Thirty? That makes you anything from forty-five to
ninety-five, | suppose.”

Althene sat down on the grassin her Mocha skirt. The grass was dry and seemed to receive her with the
promise not to taint or stain. She had that casuaness they can afford, those to whom the world molds
itsdf obligingly.

"Let'ssay,” sad Althene, "I'm alittle older than you. Just avery little. Asl am alittletdler.”
Rachedlafelt hersdf blush, mildly, dmost coally.

Shethought: Another corruption. One more inch toward the Scarabae.

Shesad: "And the blood, Althene?!

"No," Althene said. She smiled. Her teeth were white, well set, even. But Ruth's had been like that.
"And Mdach?'

"Isit Maach who intriguesyou?'

"Maach ishunting my daughter.”

"Y our daughter. They told me, you didn't want the child. She wasimposed on you."

"Yes" Rachaglalet her handsfall on the book.

"Thismust takeits course,” said Althene. She turned her head. Her face was flawless asthe il of some
film star of 1915. Tranducent white, her skin seemed bloodless asthat of apae, young, wondrous child.
Like... Ruth's. But Althene was not like Ruth. The coiling of her hair, her brilliant eyeswith their azure
outer rings recalling those of an Indian woman. Today her lips were coffee as her eyeshadow and her
skirt.



"What am | expected to fed?' said Rachadla.

" wonder," said Althene. And then, "Did you have awicked stepmother who never let you have
emotions?’

"I had awicked, pathetic mother, ditto."

"Ah"

"My father was Ruth's father."

"I know," said Althene. Her deep hushed voice was restful asthe fur of acat.

"My mother was used and abandoned. With me. She tried to—regiment me. Whatever | liked was
wrong. Of course, | didn't have afather. And then, thirty years after, | found Adamus, playing Prokofiev,
looking no older than | did.”

"Adamus was spent,” said Althene.

"I've been madeto fed," said Rachadla, "that | helped drive him down into the abyss. That | helped to
make Ruth into amongter.”

"And who made you fed this?'
"l," Rachadlasad. "l have."
"Thefamily thriveson guilt."
"Scarabae," said Rachaela

Up on the terrace the two girlswere picking up their toys of nail varnish and magazines, and going into
the house.

"Poor littlethings" said Althene. "Like pretty littleflies. They'll bresk like sugar.”

Rachagla saw awing of darkness on the garden. It was the westering sun, nothing more. But she said,
"What the family touchesis spoiled.”

"Then the family must remain incestuous. It's sefer.”
"Don't," said Rachadla. "Don't try to push me toward Mdach."

"Mdach?' Althene laughed. Gold brushed her now, she was like astatue that had been given truelife.
"Maachisfor Ruth. Areyou sorry?*

"I know how they think. Continuance. | could till bear children. They might want to breed himto me."
"He does as hewishes," said Althene. "Y ou'd better credit that."

Rachadlafdt something relax insde her. It was aflame going out. Y et shewas glad.

Malach was for Ruth.

But how? Therazor or the kiss?



"It will beawonderful dinner tonight,” said Althene. "Kei isinvincible.

"Pleasures of theflesh.”

Like a rich nunnery—stomach for loins.

Altheneturned to her. How old was she? Old as history, perhaps, in ayoung white sheath.
But then how old am ?

"Little Rachedla," said Althene.

It waslike acaress. Swest, unthinking, meaning nothing.

Inthe hal Lou and Tray were huddled, standing each dmost on oneleg, like storks.
Thetwo dogs, of which they were afraid, werein the hal, thumping with their scimitar tails.
Camillo was petting them.

Camillo said to Rachadla, "They're his. He dways had dogs like this, | remember. Thesetwo arethe
descendants of dogs that ran across Ireland when men wore the Eye painted on their foreheads."

"But you hidefrom Mdach," shesad.

"Wouldn't you?' Camillo grinned. More than ever helooked like aboy. The warm light of evening ironed
out thelines, the runneled skin. Changing... abutterfly. "Horsy," said Camillo, "keep your tail up. Keep
the sun out of my eyes™

CHAPTER 18

THUNDER LIKE AN EGYPTIAN CROCODILE circled the sky. But the storm had not, did not break.
Perhapsit never would.

Ruth had gone to a Bernie Inn, where happy families had congregated. Amid the chatter and the laughs,
alone, she ate her medl. Steak and ajacket potato with sour cream, a salad, carrots, peas and onion
rings. Afterwards she had an ice cream. There was asparkler in it showering golden stars. Thisfor a
moment drew attention to her. In that moment, Ruth was afraid.

But fear was a passing thing to Ruth, like a shortlived digestive pain, foreboding nothing.

She had drunk orange juice with her medl. She did not consume acohol unlessit was offered her, fredy
available. Thiswas partly theinginct of survivd, for she till looked young, might be only sixteen.

When she came out of the restaurant, the day was bleeding away, mocked by the formless thunder.
Red sky at night, shepherds ddlight.

Ruth walked dong the street. Red asthe dying sky, the streetlamps were blinking on.

Traffic passed monotonoudy, & intervals.

A slver car detached itself from the stream and drove dowly in toward the curb. It crawled there, asif
searching for a particular address among the line of shops and stacked flats.

At thetraffic lights, Ruth turned into the side road. She was moving back in the direction of the Reeves



house on the estate.

The slver Mercedes waited until the lights gave it way, then turned into the road after her.
The Merc pulled up just in front of Ruth.

Shetook no notice.

A man got out of the car. He was thin and wiry in abox-shaped pastd suit and silk tie. His hair was
dicked back with gdl. He had aface of bones and very flat bright eyes.

As Ruth approached him, he skipped forward and took hold of her without aword.

No one ese was on the street. On either side the houses lay well back behind high screens of privet and
old trees. From the few lit windows nobody |ooked.

The back door of the car stood open.
Ruth fought. The thin man spoke then. "Don't, babe. Or I'll break your arm.”

Ruth stopped fighting, and the man inserted her into the backsest of the car. He dammed the door and
jumped into the passenger seat beside the driver. Before his door had closed, the Merc took flight, going
fast now, aslver rocket, out into the main lane of southbound traffic.

Lorlo Mulley looked at the fabulous bimbo that had just been propelled into his car.

Pure chance that he had seen her, known her. She wasthe one dl right. The one the police wanted, and
then said they had got, dead in awood. But obvioudy they were mistaken there, the way the bill did get
mistaken now and then.

"Relax," said Lorlo Mulley to the black-haired girl. "Y ou're safe now. Y our good luck | saw you. Got
you out of ahbit of bother. Lot of law around here. But I'll see you're okay."

Ruth gazed back at him.
What alooker. They thought they had abody in awood—but he had it here, and what a body.

"I know," said Lorlo kindly, "your spot of trouble. They're after you, ain't they? No problem. You're
okay with me."

Just once or twice you got agirl likethis. The shape, and the hair, and aface to go with it. She could
make him abit of money. And her eyes. Was she soned? No. Shewas only freaked out. A bit crazy,
perhaps. Well, he could handle that. Teach her to handleit.

"Likeadrink, doll?' He opened the drinks cabinet of the car. Brandy, vodka, liqueurs.

Through the glass partition, Honey and Frankie faced forward, Frankie manipulating the car effortlessy
through the busy evening traffic. Good driver, Frankie. And Honey wasfirgt class, the way he had done
it, just scooping her off the pavement. Even if hewasapaninthearse. "Have a Cointreau. You'l like
that. It tastes of oranges.”

"All right,” said Ruth.

He poured afriendly measure, but not too much. He did not mean to make her sick.



Ruth drank the Cointreau without pleasure or reluctance, straight down.
"Steady, steady,” said Lorlo. Y ou like adrink, don't you?
Hisnew girl did not reply to this. She said, "I'd like to get out now."

"No, no. Not just yet. The bill'd have you. Y ou comewith me. I'll show you my place. Youll likeit. | can
help you, you know. Help you make something of yoursdlf.”

Ruth did not protest again.
Toreward her, for it seemed she could cope with it, he gave her another drink.
"I've got some stuff a my place. Make you fed good. Just relax, you're safe now."

Hetold Ruth she could call him"Lorlo." It was aprivilege he awarded his best girls. Thetrash il caled
him"Mr. Mulley."

He asked her name. She said she was named Ruth. He liked that. It had a bit of class.

The Merc bypassed the West End, going at steep angles through brick-walled aleys and down long side
roads under railway arches.

They came out into Lorlo's territory, through derdliction, to the great warehouse. On every sdewas
wreckage, the skulls of buildings eyeless with broken glass. But the warehouse was pritine, with
eyebrows of white paint, and not a scrap of paper even on the cement forecourt that stood above the
narrow channd of theriver.

On the concrete, Frankie parked the Mercedes. And in the holes about, maybe the rats peeked out to
see. But no one would touch this car. They knew better.

In the warehouse foyer, Chas came from his cubby, and grinned with joy when he saw Lorlo. Chasloved
Lorlo.

"Evenin', Mr. Mulley." He glanced a Ruth and chuckled.

Honey and Frankie ignored Chas, who was benesth them. An ex-boxer, just atouch punchy, Chas had
no vices but Havana cigars and fizzy lemonade. He spent the daysin hisroom beside the lift, among his
boxing cups, smoking, and looking through the papers. From abox of dressmaker's pinswith colored
heads, he would sdlect a couple now and then, and stick them through the nipples of the pictured topless
girls. Then he laughed. Women made Chaslaugh.

Under the battered kettle leaned an axe, the type alumberjack would use. Chas was handy with the axe,
and il with hisfigts.

"Hi, Chas. Got your lemonade?’
"Sure, Mr. Mulley. | got it."
Over the fire extinguisher was a sawn-off shotgun.

Honey was dready summoning thelift. It came with aleisurely dinosaur rattle. The massive doors opened
dowly.

Lorlo Mulley put hishand under Ruth's elbow and guided her into the big elevator, large asaroom, being



careful not to touch the sides or doors with his ash-brown suit.

They rose. Thelift juddered.

"Thisoutfit needs ailing,” said Lorlo. "Frankie, seetoit.”

Frankie nodded. "Yes, Mr. Mulley."

Thelift cameto ahdlt, and the doors cracked and began to draw back.
A white carpet appeared, aplain of it, unmarked, like arctic bear fur.
"Youll likethis, Ruth," said Lorlo.

Heled her out. On the snow plain were scattered furnishings of black leether. On one wal stood abank
of office equipment, a photocopier, afiling system full of the names and statistics of girls and boysfrom
thirteen to twenty-three. A fax machine sat by the telephone which was an old black model from the '50s.

Acrossthe carpet were ablack TV with video and amusic center. A door stood open on a bathroom,
shower and lavatory.

Over the wallswere grainy photographs of cars, Bugattis, Studebakers, statically preening in forests, like
Lorlo'sgirls.

Honey and Frankie split aside.
"Go inthekitchen," said Lorlo. "Do the chicken."

Honey went across to another door and into awhite kitchen that gleamed from underuse. From the
fridge, Honey lifted out a thawing chicken on aplate. Otherwise the fridge had cans of Swedish lager,
two bottles of Dom Perignon, ajar of caviar, and aWalther PPK.

Setting the chicken down beside the coffee percolator, Honey rolled up hislaundered deeves. He thrust
his right hand into the cavity of the chicken and drew out atinfoil package.

Lorlo had got Ruth across the upper floor of the warehouse, the acres of white carpet, and opened the
final door.

The carpet went on being white, and the furniture black. But there was awide bed, king size, covered by
aspread of leopardskins. The skinswerered, catching the wall lights on aharsh wild nap.

"Comein," said Lorlo. "Comeinto my parlor.”
Ruth moved into the room.

She had aterrific way of moving.

Shewasafind.

Just get her under control. That would be smple.

Above the bed were two prize black-and-white photos; Bette Davis, Joan Crawford. They had it then,
those women. But this one had it too. Something specid.

Ruth looked about her. She glanced at the photographs. Crossing to the bed, she touched the spread of
kins.



"Oh, you like pussies, then?'

"Isit red?"

"Yes. | don't go for rubbish. Leopard. Beautiful."
"It'sdead," said Ruth. She smoothed the skins.

"Better beieveit,” said Lorlo. "It won't bite. I'll leave that to you." He went toward the cabinet. "Another
drink?'

"Yes" said Ruth.

She could hold her booze. Where had she learned? He would swear she wastighter than Mother Teresa.
Hecould smdl it on her, virginity.

"Anyone looking for you?' asked Lorlo. "Other than thefilth?"
Ruth did not answer.
It hardly mattered anyway. In aweek shewould be different.

He handed her the Cointreau, thistime over ice, and taking his vodka he went into the bathroom that
gave on the room.

"If you want anything," he said, ""Frankie and Honey are outsde." He meant, she was not going
anywhere. But maybe she knew that and did not mind.

He closed the door and ran the shower hot. He liked to be clean. It had not been so easy in his
adolescence.

Lorlo thought about Candy, under the shower. She had been his best; her drop of Asian blood had made
her really something. He had controlled her by introducing her to cocaine, but Candy had become too
dependent too quickly.. In the end she had only been the habit and he had had to get rid of her.

He must be careful with Ruth. Ration her. Keep her nice. He rubbed himself vigoroudy with coal-tar
soap.

After the shower herinsed his mouth with Listerine, pushed alittle baby oil through hishair and over the
hairson his chest.

Heliked dl this. It helped to put him in the mood.

He patted his face with aftershave by Pierre Cardin. No rubbish.

When he came out, he was warm and naked insde the black silk kimono, on the back of whichwasa
rippling scarlet dragon. Acrossthe pocket in white weretheinitids L.M.

"Nothing like ashower," he said to the girl, who was sitting on the leopardskin bed. Her glasswas very
full. Either she had not drunk it or she had finished and poured hersdf another. "You likeadrink," sad
Lorlo. "But I've got something even better." He opened the outer door and Honey came immediately
toward him with the cellophane packet, fresh from thetinfoil in the chicken, washed and sedled.

And who should it be tonight? Froggy, Lorlo thought. He took down the photograph of Bette Davis, with
her beautiful frog eyes. Unsedling the packet, he scattered the cocaine across her face and breast and



hair.
Ruth waswatching.
"That'sright. Seewhat | do."

He cut the powder with a gold-plated, cutthroat razor. Then he took the silver tube, and snorted up the
drug. He made the noises of aman trying to shift heavy catarrh.

Lorlo raised hishead.

The cocainewas at once Singing in his blood, the wonderful clean high, not like alcohol at al. Nothing
waslikeit. Candy had been afool, greedy, abusing little bitch. The partition of her septum had
disntegrated. She had been ready to snuff up the dross of the streets, cut with bleach and talcum.

"Now somefor you," said Lorlo to Ruth, generoudy standing away and offering her the tube.
"No," said Ruth.

"Yes. It'sgreat Suff. The best. Have some. Then you can take a bath. I've got some pretty things for you
towear. You'realovdy girl, Ruth." He picked up the photograph with its remaining lines of powder, and
went toward her.

"No," said Ruth. "'l don't want it."
"It'seasy. Just usethetube. Youll loveit.”
"NO."

Lorlo stopped. "Okay. Y our loss." He put the photograph back on the table. Lowering hisface hedid
the slver tube up his nose and snorted the last cocaine nois-ily.

Ruth still watched, stroking the dead leopards on the bed.
Hewould give her some later. There was the other packet. She would need it then.
"Okay, Ruth. Go and take abath."

When she had washed and donned the lace and rub-her undies, he would fuck her. The cocaine would
make him potent but quick. So then he would strap on the dildo, and do it to her that way, until he was
ready again. He would play '80s Sinatra on the music center. The greatest.

No girl who camein here stayed unbroken, or unlearned.

Hewould know Ruth, by the time he had finished.

She stood up. She said, "I want to go now."

Lorlo laughed good-humoredly. "Can't oblige. Come on, why waste yoursa f?"
"l want to go."

"Cant, doll. Tl ya Wecandoit nice, or do it rough. Honey and Frankie can comein if you want and
hold you down. Y es?Y ou want that? Or you and | can have a party. Just the two of us. Y ou ain't going
nowhere."



The girl'sface did not change. He had seen it dl, and now he expected something. But there was nothing.
She sad quietly, "My dad will come. My father will come and find me. Y ou'll be sorry.”

Lorlo laughed again. He fdt clean and young and fit, and ready as adonkey. "Don't think so, doll." He
glanced at Bette Davis on her back with the dust of cocainein her hair. "Now go and wash. Don't be too

long."
CHAPTER 19

WERE TWO PEOPLE DOWNSTAIRS on the late bus, and one of them smiled as Maach got on. The
smilewas not for Maach. It was atwisting up of elderly male lips that showed stained, smoker's, bad
falseteeth bathed in Steradent once every seven or eight days. The eyes were shiny with venom. The
amiling man angled himsdlf alittletotheade.

"What do you think of that, then?"

The ederly woman, nothing to do with the elderly man, stretched her mouth subserviently. "Ah." And
looked away.

The bus gtarted off into the Martian-lit darkness.

Malach sat about hafway down the bus, in hisblack, hislong legs edged alittle out into the aide. His
white hair lay back behind him, gleaming like asheet of ice.

"Get to Woolworth's soon,”" announced the elderly man. "Knock 'em up. Get some scissors.”

The elderly woman giggled. If she had been young, she might have liked Maach's hair. It sparkled, was
tactile, and savage as fur. But she was getting on now, and the wicked crime of youth was, it was wasted
on the young. The man spoke again. "Y es, some good sharp scissors. That'swhat he needs.”

Seen from the front, Maach's eyelids had lowered themselves a centimeter over the palelapiseyes. That
wasdl.

The buslurched around acorner. The smiling man got up. His stop was coming. He edged past Malach,
and stood near the doors. He peered back.

"He'slike Goldilocks," said theman, " 'n" he?'

Malach looked up & him.

"And are you one of the three bears?' he asked politely.

But the elderly man was too entrenched in his poison to hear.

"Six years| served my country,” he said. He stood straight, muffled in his dirty, musty garments of faded
sck yellows and browns. On his head the properly short hair greasily coiled, laved with sogp oncea
fortnight, otherwise washed in ashtrays. "Six years, for the likes of this.”

The bus had been caught at the lights. It had halted and the man stared out into the orange dark,
gathering himsdf. Then he turned again and looked sidelong a Mdach, not quiteinto Madach'sface. "Six
years| served. So he can go waking about with his hair down to hisbum. Disgusting.”

No, he had not looked into Maach'sface. Had not seen it. Like the face of astone angel, and with the
hair of anangd.



The bus bounced and started off again, and so reached the stop.

The dderly man with the short hair got off.

Maach rosein darkness, and went after him.

"Ooer," said the elderly woman, softly.

At firgt, as he walked dong, Arthur Smpkins was not aware of any pursuit.
Hewas thinking of soaking hisfeet.

It had not been much of an evening. He had won nothing at Bingo, he should never have gone. Waste of
money and there wasllittle enough of that. These blacks could get it, with their whining and jabbering.
These queers and freaks. But it was different if you kept to yoursdf, got on without complaining. Still, the
government was tougher now. Trust Thatcher, she had the right ideas. Not like the usud stupid woman.

And that one on the bus. God amighty. That was what they were like now.
They needed awar to sort them out.

He had had that, and it had done him no harm. Best years of hislife, in away. The companionship of red
men, knowing you were someone, that you counted, what you said carried weight.

As heturned down hisroad, Arthur Smpkinsfet aprimeval need to look over his shoulder.
Hedid so.

There behind him, about forty feet away, atall black figurein adim loose coat. The Martian streetlamps
caught theyard of hair.

Arthur Smpkinsfet hisbdly gurgle and asour taste cameinto his mouth, through the familiar pal of fags
and dentures.

He speeded up, walking quickly now. Not far. Soon be indoors.

He got to the low wall and went through the gate. A strip of cement was there which an Irishman had laid
cheaply three years ago. The front door needed paint. Arthur Simpkins unlocked it hastily. As he dipped
indgde he saw his pursuer stlanding motionless under alamp.

When he bolted the door on the inside the elderly man had a strange sense of siege which was not happy.
But he shook himsdlf. What could that namby-pamby do? Trying to frighten him, but he was asoldier.

He went to check the back door was bolted, then put the kettle on.

Twenty minutes later, when Arthur Smpkins brought histea, and the sseaming bowl of hot water, with a
dash of Fairy Liquid, into hisfront room, he saw through the window, whose curtains were not drawn,
the white-haired man sitting on hisgarden wall.

He should go to the window, bang on it, and shake hisfist. But Arthur Simpkins decided not to. No,
better just to let him get fed up and go. Probably on drugs or drunk. These kidswere dl the same, they
al had money to burn.

Arthur Simpkinstook the bowl and the tea out of the front room and into the smal dining room. Here he
switched on the overhead light and drew the curtains, shutting out the square of Irish cement garden.



He sat drinking histea, and rolled a cigarette, being careful not to waste any tobacco. He took off his
shoes, but, with his socks gtill on, he crept back into the front room again, to look.

The white-haired man was il there. He was just Sitting, not facing the house even, staring dong the
dreet, asif hewaswaiting for someone by appointment.

Trying to put thewind up. Y oung bugger.

Arthur Simpkins went back into the dining room, and drank the rest of histeaand finished his cigarette,
On thefloor the bowl steamed less.

There were no ornaments in the room, as there were none in the front room. Over the fire hung aframed
photograph of Arthur Smpkinsthe warrior, with two of the other men. They were beaming and
contented in their battledress. Y ou knew where you were then. Under the photograph hung ameda. He
hed his pride.

On the dining-room table lay Arthur Smpkinss scrapbooks of the Roya Family, and the little pile of
cuttingsthat he had yet to insert. He had been going to see to those tonight, out he could not settle.

The water in the bowl had got cold,
Hewould go and boil up the kettle again.

Arthur Simpkins went out, and, creeping once more, passed around the wall of the front room to the
window.

Still there.

What should he do? Cdll the police? It seemed extreme. But then, thiswas a threat, wasit not, implicit.
He was a poor old man. He was alone.

Arthur Simpkins sidled to the smal bureau where the telephone was kept. Above it hung the other
picturein the house, of the Queen trooping the color. It seemed to offer dight protection, and as he
raised the recelver, outside the man on the wall turned his head. Helooked straight in at the window asiif
he had heard the receiver being lifted.

Arthur Smpkinss hand shook. And in hisear he heard atinny slence. There was no dialing tone.

He turned on the phone, working the cradle a couple of times, without hope. Y ou could rely on nothing
nowadays. He could be dying, and the phone not working.

Then he looked up, the dead receiver in his shaking hand, and relief washed through him in ascalding
wave.

The man was gone from thewall.
No trace of him.

He must have seen Arthur Simpkins on the phone through the window and, not redlizing the instrument
was usaless, got scared.

Y ellow, acoward. No backbone. That was how they were.

Arthur Simpkins dung the receiver back on the hook. The thing would probably have righted itself in the
morning.



Whistling, he went out to the kitchen to boil up the kettle again.

Then he carried it into the dining room and added the hot water to the cold. He left the kettle on the
carpet and dipped off his socks. Aside from abath, which he took regularly once aweek, the foot
soeking was hislittle luxury.

Herolled another cigarette. He might watch abit of TV in thefront, after. (Though there would doubtless
be nothing but rubbish, blacks and nancy boys.) It wastoo late to start on the cuttings now. He would do
them tomorrow.

Malach penetrated the gardens, agile, like a cat. The fences werelow, the ground strewn only with
flowerpots and gnomes.

Even from the back, the house of Mdach's quarry was at once identifiable. Its barren yard, and genera
appearance. Y ears of neglect had stamped themselves upon it. There were no plants, no garden toys, no
dog food set out for hedgehogs. The man with short hair was sufficient unto himsdif.

Thekitchen, like an outhouse, stretched from the back wall. The door was bolted and locked. Above,
two unlit windows with undrawn curtains.

Malach set one foot againgt the brickwork. He put his hands there. He began to climb, up thewall. There
were the thousand crevices of desuetude, the pointing was no more, hislong fingers tucked into the gaps
and the long feet followed. His spine was straight, he moved like water flowing, upward. In the lamp
dark, dmost invisble, but for the beacon of hair.

When he had reached the doping kitchen roof he stepped delicately acrossthe tiles and onto its
brickwork ridge. He walked aong it to the bathroom window.

Likeknives, hisringers drove into the rotted frame, the crumbled, sixty-year-old putty. Dugt, rot, and
ancient flakes of paint fell away. Then the frame came up and out, and the window withiit.

There had been scarcely asound. A noise maybe like acat scratching.
Helowered the window in, onto the bathroom lino.

The smdls of the house pushed out of their long imprisonment. Tobacco smoke and nicotine, old midday
dinners of mince, kippers, tinned peas, cabbage and spuds, the stench of the never-cleansed lavatory.

In the dark the bath glowed pale, with cracks of verdigris where the taps for ever dripped. Above the
washbasin was atiny shaving mirror, and below, on ashdlf, razor and brush, the Steradent, the greasy
comb, sogp, and dimy flannd.

Outside, across the landing, the bedroom, the box room.
Maach did not bother with them.
He passed like a shadow down the worn carpet of the sairs.

With the years the eighteen-inch TV had grown muffled and low, and Arthur Simpkins was forced to turn
it up.

He sat in the mustard armchair, hisfeet again in the bowl of hot water which he had carried through, a
threadbare towe on the maroon carpet, trousersrolled up. His old legs were maps of veins. His mouth
had dropped open in half-degp. On the screen in black and white, tanksrolled acrossawasteland. A



voice boomed out of Beirut.

Then a shadow moved between Arthur Simpkins and Beirut.

Silence exploded in theroom like ashell.

Arthur Smpkins awvoke.

The TV had gone. Someone had switched it off.

Helooked up, and for the first time he saw the face of Maach, aureoled in acloud of burning white.

"Oh, Gawd," said Arthur Simpkins. Hetried to rise and hisfeet dipped in the Fairy Liquid water, and he
fell back. "How did you— Don't hurt me. Don't you hurt me. I'm an old man.”

Malach nodded across the room.
Arthur Simpkins turned and saw, over the chair, the picture of the Queenin red.
"So," saild Madach, "these are the gods you pray to."

"I'man old man,” said Arthur Smpkins. He dribbled, hisfase teeth dipping as hisbody shrank in fear.
"Don't do nothing."

Maach looked down from his height like something on thewing.
And then he had shifted, and was behind the chair.

"Your hair,” said Maach. He placed his hands, the lft with its bracing of slver rings, upon Arthur
Simp-kinss head. Thefingers curved, and rested & the hairline. "Y our hair istoo long."

Arthur Smpkinsfelt agting, like that of awasp. Eight times. The nails of Maach had torn into hisflesh.
Very deep. He screamed.

Before he could scream again, in two neat perfect strips, Maach scaped him.
The moon was up, alion's mask, the same asif above a desert.

Malach came out of the front door and quietly closed it.

He wasimmeaculate.

The street was empty in the curse of the orange light. Then aman dipped from the shade between the
lamps. Heran to Maach like amessenger on some quay of the Nile; and reaching him, at the gate of
Arthur Simpkins, who by morning would be dead, the man bowed.

He wore an unfashionable raincoat in the warm night, thick trousers, cumbersome shoes.

Malach looked a him, and the man spoke rapidly in an undertone, perhapsin aforeign language. He
gestured, into space, and Maach nodded. He touched the man on the shoulder and went by.

The man stood, amessenger out of time who had been touched by aking who was agod. Maach had
disappeared. Up the street, a black taxi pulled out from the curb.

CHAPTER 20



OVER THE SOUND OF SNATRA'SLAMENT, the knocking on the door was uncouth and illogical.
Lorlo Mulley waited unbdievingly for it to end.

It did not end.

In asweet dow motion, Lorlo went to the door.

"Assoff.”

"Mr. Mulley. Thereésafax."

"It canwait."

"No, Mr. Mulley. Please, Mr. Mulley. Y ou'd better come and see.”
"Y ou fucking mouseturd. | said—"

"Please, Mr. Mulley. It'sfrom Manchester."

L orlo opened the door. Honey stood there, dismayed.

"All right. This had better be good."

But it had come from Manchester. Nothing from there could be ignored. Honey wasright, sod him.
Lorlo was peevish. Hismood was being spoiled.

The girl had gone into the bathroom and he had heard the splash of water. He put on the Sinatra record,
tenderly. Gentled by hishigh, he wished he could find agirl who would appreciate OI' Blue Eyes. They
had no musicdl taste. Perhaps, Ruth. ..

She would be hot. He knew it. Once he got her going.

But now this.

Lorlo walked over the acres of white carpet. A dight leadennesswas building in hisgut.
Manchester—

He reached the fax and looked down at the printout neither Frankie nor Honey had had the temerity to
pluck.

Onit, in gray and milk dots, was Ruth'sface. It was exact. Lorlo stared, bemused, hisbody trying to
catch up.

Under the image were afew lines of prose.

White girl, hair black and long, eyes black, height approximately five feet two inches, weight
between six-ten and seven stone. Age twelve years and some months. Name Ruth.

Below thiswere just four words:
MULLEY.LET HER GO.
"Shit," said Lorlo. "Oh, shit."



He backed along the carpet. Then he came to Honey, and clutched a him.

"l didn't know."

"No, Mr. Mulley. We none of us—"

"I didn't know. They won't believethat." And then. "I got to get her out. Out."

By the time he reached the door, Lorlo had asort of control of himself. He opened it, and went in,
caaudly.

Ruth had come from the bathroom. She was standing by the bed. She looked bizarre, because she had
wrapped hersdf, head to foot, in the skins of leopards. It seemed to him that this was only part of the
whole. Thiswasasit had to be.

"Doll," said Lorlo, nicely, "therés been a change of plan. Got to let you go. All right?*
Honey wasin the door, and behind him was Frankie. They both looked scared.
"Now, babe," said Lorlo to Ruth, "nothing happened, did it? Didn't hurt you, did 17?*
Cowled in leopardskin, afdine nun, Ruth said softly, "No."

"That's good, good, Ruth. Just abit of fun." Lorlo laughed. He walked to the music center and shut off
Sinatra. "Y ou can go now. Wherever you want. And Ruth, | want you to know, if theré'sanything | can
do—just ask."

Ruth looked by him, to Frankie and Honey.

Lorlo said quickly, "And the boys, Ruth. We're at your service, babe. Where do you want to go?
Frankiell driveyou inthe Merc."

Ruth gathered the skins around her.
"I'dlikethis.
"Take it, baby. Just takeit. It'syours.”

A white hand came out of the skin. Ruth drew up her bag, and into it, from another white hand, she
dropped something she had been hiding in the pelt.

So, she had stolen something. That wasfine.

"Do you want adrink? See you on your way?"

"No," said Ruth. "Thank you."

She waked past him, through the door.

"Frankie," rapped Lorlo, "take her down in the lift. Take her wherever she wantsto go.”
"Sure, Mr. Mulley."

Her black-haired head had come from the skin now. Otherwise clothed in it, leopardess, she glided over
the carpet.



In another fifteen minutes—
But it had not cometo that.
Lorlo fet disorientated and nauseous.

Frankie had pressed for the lift. The wide doors opened in the wall, and Ruth went through, and Frankie
followed her, not getting near, asif she was an isotope.

In his cubby, Chas chose another bottle from the crate of fizzy lemonade, and opened it. He drank
earnedtly, likeachild. During hisfighting days, this beverage had been drictly off the menu.

Somewhere out of the night, deep in the derdliction, acar moved.

Chasligtened. Hisleft ear was not up to much, but hisright was very acute. The car did through the
broken buildingslike an dligator in aswamp, and went away.

Chas sat down and put hisfeet up on thetable. His cigar had gone out and he rdlit it with the gold lighter
Mr. Mulley had given him after that job in Brixton. He pulled the thick smoke down into the sacks of his
lungs. Opening up the paper, he found a girl with naked breasts, and began to reach for the box of pins.

Maybe it was only adrift of smoke. Something had passed over the glass window of the cubby.
Chaslooked around.

In the doorway stood aman in along black coat. His hair was white. He smiled.

Chas swung down hislegsand got up.

"Whayawan?'

"Many things," said the man. He had adry actor's voice. His hair was very long.

"Yawan Mr. Mulley?' asked Chas. "Y ou tell me name and business. If | think yaneed taseehim, | call
him up on theinternd.”

"Yes, I'd liketo seeMr. Mulley," said the white-haired man. He glanced about the room. "A boxer with
agunand axe."

"Y abetter believe | don' need no gun.”

"Why don't you show me."

Chas grinned, displaying ill-kept, well-made false teeth. "I'll show ya"

He lumbered forward with aweird mechanica speed, and hisleft arm reared out for Maach'sface.
Maach caught the arm at thewrist in hisleft hand.

Chas gawped at him, rolled off-balance. The hefty blow had been checked asif by awall. "A southpaw,”
Madach sad mildly.

Chas lunged with aright hook.

Maach'sright hand was there, pinioning Chas at the right wrist.



"Eia," said Mdach.
Chas struggled, hisface congested and bewildered.

Malach had stopped smiling. He straightened his back and looked into the eyes of Chas. Then he pulled
smartly down on the lost boxer's crossed arms. There was adull gristly creak. Chas howled. Hiseyes
skidded up.

Malach let go the two wrists. The arms of Chas now hung down limp and too long, the arms of an ape.
They had been pulled from their sockets.

"No axe, no gun," said Malach. He pushed at Chas and Chasfell over on hisback under the table. His
armswere usaless, he could not get up.

Malach went to the crate of lemonade, and taking a bottle he shook it up, glancing around again as he did
S0 a the elements of the cubby. Then he unscrewed the cap of the bottle, and poured the bubbling liquid
over Chassface, into hisnodtrils.

Thelift reached the lobby and the great dow doors opened.

Ruth, the priestess of cats, came out. Her black hair rayed over the cape of skins. Her white face, with its
rose mouth and black-shadowed eyes, showed nothing.

Frankie was behind her. "But | can drive you wherever you want. Theré's no strings. He gave me trict
orders.”

"l don't want to goin your car," said Ruth. "1 told you.”
"Hell create a scene.”
Ruth said nothing.

Frankie called across the lobby. "Chas? The dall's just going through. No problem.” Frankie stepped
back inthelift. " 'Sdl yours™

He pushed at the button pand and the doors began to close again. They shut together like chunks of old
armor and thelift did up into the warehouse, back to the white carpet and the Bugattis.

After thelift was gone, Ruth did not move.

She stood in the foyer, seemingly waiting. She knew, had been lessoned in, the silent noise of degth.
Frankie, who should have known it too, had missed it.

Then Adamus came out of thewall.
He had changed, as the dead do.
"Daddy," said Ruth, clearly. And then, correcting hersdf, "Adam.”

Hewasthere, in the midst of the massive gray and rusty lobby, sdelit by the glare from the cubbyhole.
He stayed immobile as an iron satue.

Ruth moved. She walked to him over the [obby floor, the leopardskin trailing, looking up at hisface.

When she was ayard away, she hated.



"Not Daddy," he said. "Not Adam. My nameisMalach. Say it."

"Madach," said Ruth.

He dapped her acrossthe face.

It wasalight, stinging blow, not wounding or violent, but sharp asadrawn sword.
She rocked, he caught her shoulder. As sheregained her equilibrium, helet her go.
Hesad, "What floor?'

"Three"

Theinterna phonerang in the cubby.

Malach went without hesitation back into the room and lifted the receiver. Lorlo Mulley's voice was
extruded, breathless.

"Don't tak, Chas. Go out and see where the girl goes. Make sure she goes somewhere. Then come up. |
want you up here.”

The connection clicked off.
Malach replaced the receiver.

Ruth had followed him. She gazed amoment at the legs of Chas sticking out from under the table. But
Madach was dready gone. He was holding the fire extinguisher. He crossed the lobby and stepped out
onto the cement, where the big silver car sat againgt the backdrop of ruin and river.

The car had not been locked. It was unnecessary.
Malach opened the door and got in. He dropped the extinguisher on the sest.

He started the engine, which roused with a swift soft growl. The Mercedes turned on the spot, then came
in smoothly backward, through the lobby, up to the doors of the lift.

Malach got out again. "Fetch a newspaper from the room.”

Ruth returned into the cubby obediently. She- took a paper from the table, from the pile by the uncapped
bottle of lemonade. The gold lighter lay on itsSide, and in the tin which had served as an ashtray, the last
cigar had gone out forever.

When she brought him the paper, Maach wasin the back of the Merc with the drinks cabinet opened
out before him.

He had undone the decanters of vodka and brandy, the bottles of Cointreau, creme de menthe and Tia
Maria He lined them up and stuck into their topslong twists of newspaper.

Colored pinsfell out of the breasts of women.

"Get the lift,"” said Maach. Ruth pressed the button. "When it comes, you hold down the button to keep
the doors open.”

"Yes Mdach."



Thelift came, grudging, asif it did not liketo.
When the doors were wide, Mdach drove the Mercedesin backward, until the car filled up the elevator.

Malach leaned into the back of the Merc and lit the spills of paper with Arthur Simpkinss box of Swan
Vestas. "Close the doors, now, Ruth.”

The papers burned bright, five torchesfinding emeralds and tiger's-eye in the bottles. The doorswere
beginning to close.

Malach was out of the car. Now he leaned into the front. He shifted the Merc into drive, and brought
down the fire extinguisher hard on the accelerator, jamming it. Then hewas gone.

Asthe lift doors came together, Ruth saw Maach dip between them impossibly, the car roaring &t his
back.

The doors shut and the car rammed into them from inside, and the |obby shook.

Over the row L orlo was making, running about the white carpet like a crazy beetle, rummaging in the
cabinets and files, shouting at them, only Frankie heard the engine of the car wake on the forecourt.

He went to one of the big uncurtained windows to look out. And the Mercedes had gone.
"Mr. Mulley—"
"Not now, Frankie. Jesus, Frankie, help melift thisfile."

Lorlo was shitting himsdlf, it was obvious. He had sent amessage back on the fax, but there had been no
reply.

He might bein big trouble. For some reason, the girl was dynamite. That meant trouble for Frankie too,
but Frankie had his own contingency plans. These involved shopping Lorlo as soon as was needful.

Now L orlo was doctoring hisfiles, or trying to, looking up al the little fiddles and indiscretions.
Honey just wanted to get out. He edged nearer and nearer to thelift.

"Mr. Mulley," said Frankiefindly, "thefucking car'sgone."

"Jesus. Shetook my car,”" said Lorlo.

He darted back across the room and fastened on the internal phone. ""Chas? Chas? Sod him, he's not
there”

Then they heard the big thump in the lift which trembled the floor. It was often noisy. Nerves might make
it seemworse.

"That's him coming up now," said Frankie.

"Stupid bastard, letting her take the car. There's Stuff in the car. Maybe she's gone to them—"
Lorlo pictured Ruth driving through the night to Manchester.

While hewas doing this, thelift arrived.

"Chas—"



The doors opened, faster it seemed than they had ever done before. Not Chas, but the burning
Mercedes came crashing through. It bowled over the screeching Honey, bumped once, and then poured
toward them up the plain of white, with fire leaping from its open sides.

Lorlo and Frankiewailed like children in the dark.
Down among the derdliction, Maach stood with Ruth, in the black night above theinky river.

Together they watched the windows of the third floor of the warehouse, behind which came a sudden
congtipated thunder, and then ablinding whuff of light and rage of sound. All the glass shot out, arain of
dars, and tiny piecestinkled about them like hail, and small blobs of flame and scraps of burning
furnishings and papers.

Then the fiery Mercedes burst from the far end of the warehouse and dived dowly down into the
prolapse of the wasteland, into the black rubbish and the weeds. Redness rose from there to the canopy
of tainted city sky. Reflected in thevitriol of theriver.

Asthe glass and flaming fragments fell, Maach had lifted part of hislong coat to cover Ruth's head, and
shielded her face with hishand. The coat was like a black wing, under which he had taken her.

CHAPTER 21

ALTHENE PUSHED BACK THE DOOR. "Comein." The storm had broken abruptly, and her room
was it and flickered by sheet lightning through the colored window. Thiswas like another scene. And not
likeat al. Then, that timein the past, Rachaela had woken to find Adamus, and the window of the
Temptation flaring upon him.

Althenéswindow was cunningly of awoman before a colored window, and thisinner casement wasa
thing of irises and hyacinths.

The room was art nouveau. The dark turquoise curtains were figured in peacocks of pae greenish gold.
A gilt shawl draped the midnight blue of the bed, and in tall brazen urns fanned brown and emerad
feathers. On apolished table with storks legslay aplatter of milk glass, with three gpples on it, one of
rose quartz, one of scratched ebony, and one of cod-blue crystal. The mirrors were of reflecting glass,
rimmed by glass-paste fruits and leaves. A curtain like those of the window draped the bathroom door.

There were books strewn about. There should have been a mandoline with tassal's, or some embroidery
on aframe. But clearly Althene was astylist rather than aliar.

"lsnt it charming,” said Althene. "How thoughtful they are.”
"Does the window open?’

"I haven't tried. In the bathroom it does. An enormous tree dmost brushesthe sill. Y esterday adove
came and watched me brush my teeth. It was very flattering.”

Rachadlawould not givein.
"About the dress. It'svery kind of you, but [—"

"Y ou have no long dresses, you said. Thisisaspecid dinner. You and | areadmost dike. Chetawill
come and seeto thefew aterations. To please them. Y ou mugt.”

"Why isthe dinner specid?"



"Kei will cook it."

"And isthat the only reason?’

"Imagine, if youwill," said Althene, "that they want to celebrate apossibility.”

"Of what?'

"Renewd, hope, the washing away of sin.”

"Whose Sn?' asked Rachadla. "Mine?'

"How sdf-centered you are,” said Althene. "'If you weren't beautiful, one would want to dap you.”
"I'll go." Rachaglaturned to the door.

Somehow Althene was past her, blocking the exit. Sheflicked at afringed rope, and another peacock
curtain came down over the doorway. "I've imprisoned you. No chance to escape until you've seen the
dress." Shewas playful, and oddly dangerous. The power behind her eyes glowed out on Rachaela, a
challenge Rachadladid not care to mest.

"Y ou're making everything very difficult,” shesad.
"No, Rachagla. You are making everything very difficult. But then. Opposition is sometimes simulating.”

Thelightning fluttered, and the woman at the window in the window appeared. The tap of rain came from
the glass amillion dainty fingers.

"Negativeions" said Althene. "After dl, let's seeif the window opens.”
It did.

A vein of darkness stabbed by diamonds.

Rachadladrew in abresth.

Althene stalked on her effortless high hedlsto the carven wardrobe. Insde, some twenty or so garments
hung in suave gradations of color and texture,

"Hereismine"

Althene swept out on her arm, like a swooning princess, athing of wine-red satin. She shook it and held
it up, adresswith adeep narrow V of neck, long deeves, a crossover bodice, padded shoulders, and
deek-waisted mermaid body. It had no ornament.

"L et me demongrate.” Althene unzipped her Mocha clothes, which fell around her like fawning dogs.

Her armswere lightly muscled, without atrace even of down. She wore a short camisolein carame silk,
with ahigh breast and hem edged in smoky guipure lace. She was unselfconscious to the point of parody.
To be so gorgeous and not to know, was a contradiction in terms.

She did the wine dress on over her head, receiving it like a prayer. She smoothed it down, unzipped.
"Domeup."

Like her page, Rachagla came and performed the duty. She was resigned.



Althene said, "You see. Thedress| havein mind for you isthe same. But white."

And from the wardrobe came the white dress, like snow, or Maach's hair. Silk, thisone. From the right
shoulder to the point of the V' of the neck, extended aline of black embroidery, the shapes of tiny roses.

"Try," ssid Althene

Rachaela stared at her. She did not want to take off her blouse and skirt before this Medusa. But then,
not to do so wasto back down, and they were in a sort of game, the games the Scarabae played.

And |, too, am Scarabae.
"All right.”
She pulled off her top and the skirt. Althene looked at her, without any nuance of interest or committd.

And | am wearing a Marks and Spencer's bra and matching briefs, and no tights or stockings.
Satisfied?

Althene did not help her don the white dress.

It fitted untightly but rather well, except for being afraction too close at the bugt. Althene, athough taller,
must be more dender there. And it was, of course, a couple of inchestoo long. It met thefloor.

"Chetawill be herein amoment. Shelll seeto that. It can belet out an inch or so, and taken up. Then the
dresswill beyours.. You must keep it."

"It'slovely, but it isn't my sort of dress.”
"What nonsense," said Althene.

She turned Rachagla about by adight pressure on her arm and back, and there was amirror framed in
gilt grapesand ferns.

Two beautiful women looked out at them, onealittle taller and of adightly larger frame. Both with
loosely curling, jet-black hair, eyes of night or dusk, faces from adream. Roya. One the Red Queen,
one the White Queen.

"Snow White and Rose Red," said Althene. "Never say to meagain it isn't your sort of dress. And you
shall have a pearl necklet with aclasp of gray gold.”

"And do | keep that too?"
"If youwish. My shoeswill betoo large for you. My big feet fill mewith annoyance. Go barefoot.”

Rachadlaturned in atype of fury, and Althene turned too and caught her facein two large dim hands.
"My beauty,” said Althene. ™Y ou must cease running away from yoursdlf. One day you'll catch up. What

will happen then?"
Rachaela stepped back, and Cheta knocked on the door behind the curtain.

There were two-foot candles of parchment white burning on the dining table in bronze sconces, and eight
placeslad.

The table had a cloth of dark crimson, with aborder of old scarred gold.



From the tabl€'s center rose a confection of plants, and a pam tree with dates of polished wood.

Miranda and Sashawore black, heavily sequined, and Eric his black tuxedo. Camillo wore his black
leathers, and a T-shirt with Harley-Davidson written over it, under an eagle, in white. Lou wore ablack
dresswith alow neck, asted necklace, abrida vell dyed black which touched the ground. In her ears
weretiny slver gas masks she had once found at Camden Lock. Tray had on a basque and miniskirt,
black, with anarrow hot-pink stripe running through them. On her arms were black lace gloves reaching
to the elbows.

At the hollow of Althenésthroat lay alarge polished ruby on aplatinum chain. Rachaglas white dress
now fitted exactly. She had not worn the pearls. She did wear Annasring.

The dinner came, borne in by Cheta, Michael, and Kel, who had fashioned it.

There was steamed asparagus with butter and black pepper, served with aRieding of the Napa Valley.
Then came poached pike with a sauce of cumin, honey, oil, and white wine, served with adark rose of
Anjou. Lamb followed baked in pastry, having afilling of apple and dates, and matched to ared African
wine from Mbanga After thiswas bream flaked and baked with onionsin sugar, and served with tall
thimbles of vodka. Then strawberriesin abrandy sauce, with champagne. Last arrived long plates of
Camembert, white goat's cheese, and strong Cheddar, with dices of guava, raisins, and various nuts, and
aFrench dessert wine.

They ate, the voracious Scarabae, and old memories seemed to rise. Of Russian Jewry, of Caesar's
Rome, and of some land that was not named but was the country of the mind.

Lou and Tray did not eat. They pecked and pushed aside. Their lips, tongues, and intestind tractswere
locked into the here and now. Besides, their sutured waists gave them no room for expansion.

Rachadaate alittle of everything. Inside her, too, Strange nostalgias, perhaps prompted by the wealth of
blending drinks, curioudy surfaced.

Sometimes she was happy. At others near to tears.
Everything seemed cast away by the glory of themeal. It spoke of other daysthat had never been.
"Kd isagenius" Althene said to her.

Rachaela thought of Althene a such banquets. She was decorous. Insidethe V of her red gown wasa
plague of wine-red lace. Y et surely somewhere, once, she had let out poison from aring at such afeast.
The body had convulsed and been carried out. Another dead enemy.

Camillo aelike aboy alowed to stay up. Before the next mouthful he might be sent away to bed.

Sashaand Miranda and Eric ate hungrily, yet with addlicate reserve. Their hearts were broken, like
sections of clockwork in their breasts. They must live with this. Did so.

Sometimes Eric, or Sasha, would beckon Michadl and Chetato the table, and insst that they sample
something on alittle side plate.

Michagl wore aso the dinner clothes of the 1950s, and Cheta a matte black dress with a golden brooch
like asnake.

Therewas hardly any conversation. And yet, the brain was full of unheard noises, sounds and sweet airs,
elegies, fant cries. Beyond the house, the ssorm had long since died.



Rachaelawas amazed she had eaten so much, and thought her ssomach would rebel. But it did not. She
felt soothed and sad, easy, distant.

The med was like a symphony, with themes and developments.
It too had an end.
After the symphony of meal, came actual music. It was dance music. Tangos, aquick-step, awadtz.

Eric partnered Miranda on the space of polished floor beyond the table, and then Sasha. They danced
well, even glamoroudy, young dim beings with ancient faces and hands. Then Eric cameto Cheta, and
she shook her head, but aswith the food heingsted. Then Chetatoo danced like ayoung dim girl.

Eventualy Eric nodded to Michael, and he went out onto the floor lone. And there he danced aone,
graceful asaghost and with aghost for apartner.

When thiswas done, seen through akind of mist—it was two in the morning, the candles had shed their
leaves of light—the Scarabae went from the room, almost al of them. Sashaand Miranda, and Camillo,
shepherding the two tiddly little girls, and Althenein her wine and ruby. Eric wasleft. And Rachaela

Have they drugged me? | can't move.
It was only the drink. The wonderful food.
She longed suddenly to deep.

But Eric stood in the dimness of the candles dying. He said, "I must tell you now, Rachagla. Maach has
found Ruth.”

Rachadlafdt asif she had been brutally struck through layers of sponge.
"|—Ruth. Y ou're saying Ruth—"

"Mdach hasher."

"What doesthat mean?'

Eric stood till. They al had this habit, thisimmohbility. Shetoo.

"I mean, Eric, what will happen now?'

"It will depend.”

"Onwha?'

"ThedecisonisMaach's”

"It shouldn't be. What is he? Some hired n?'

"Scarabae," said Eric.

"But you want her dead, don't you? She'sa child—" Rachaelathought, A child that kills.
"Sheisours”

"But shekilled your kind."



My kind.
"Sheisn't givento us,” said Eric. "Mdach hasher.”

How did they know? Some messenger? Some telephone call while she was floundering in Althene's
peacock room. How?

It did not matter how.
Rachaelawas helpless. Asbefore.
And Ruth—waswith Maach.
CHAPTER 22

AGAINST THE BODY OF HER LOVER, IN hisbed in the furnished flat over the tobacconists on Park
Road, Linda Reeveslay wakeful through the night. The room smelled faintly stale and sockslay onthe
floor, but these things, ong with the flimsy chairs and creased bedcl othes, were acomfort.

She had left Richard. He did not know yet. But it was done.

She had doctored her wrist with witch hazel and bandaged it. The bruises on her arms and across her rib
cage would not show. He had not cracked arib as she had at first feared. This had happened once
before, and the pain had been much worse. The dark glasses hid the harshness of the old black eye, and
the new one. There was not much she could do about the cut on her lip or the swelling.

Shewas afraid Danny would send her straight out. She looked asight, and the customers might be put
off their ale. Then again, they had seen marks on her from time to time. Probably they guessed. They
were nice to her and bought her or gave her money for drinks. They were down-to-earth at the Fox and
Glass.

Richard had didiked her working there. But he would have didiked her working anywhere. He wanted
her to be at home, as his mother had been for hisfather, to "look after him."

But when she had made efforts to please him, they were never a success. She had even tried baking
bread. But she had not got "his mother's touch," apparently. He had thrown the bread out. She had never
learned not to argue with him.

In the beginning, the blows seemed to clear the air. He was so contrite afterward. He would bring her
pot-plants which, in the strained atmosphere of their house, quickly died. Shewas blamed for this. His
mother had been ableto grow anything, including al the vegetables.

Early on Linda had hated the dead Mrs. Reeves. Later she realized the dead Mrs. Reeveswasllike
Daphne du Maurier's dead Rebecca: the fantasy of others.

Richard had furnished the house asa"home" in what he thought to be womanly taste, theway he said his
mother would have doneit. Lindawas not a proper woman. She could not be trusted to get it right. So
there were flounces and lace curtains and antimacassars, horrible, graceless clutter. He collected
Victorianatoo, bulging candel doraroped with gross forget-me-nots, flowery chamber pots, fat huntsmen
shooting at something.

She had met lain Morrison at the Fox. It was on anight when her face was clear of bruises. She had felt
quite happy because Richard had gone overnight to Birmingham on business.



She had drunk five ginsthat 1ain had bought her, and when the pub closed, she went with him back to the
ugly unpretentious flat, and in the unlaundered bed, for which he gpologized, made love. She had
experienced, in lain'sarms, an orgasm so volcanic, she screamed. And afterward she cried, told him she
had been wrong, and went back to Richard's fudge house.

Since then, they had made love, l1ain and she, only three times. Snatched mornings, an afternoon, when
sup-posedry she was shopping in her incompetent, unlike-Richard's-mother way.

She had dways been afraid Richard would hurt lain.

lain, begging her to leave Richard, had said that he would like Richard to try. Hewould liketo give
Richard back some of what he had doled out to her.

But she was o terrified of violence by then she could not face their confrontation. To her Richard was
like some enormous overpowering force. Nothing could withstand it.

Sadism had become a custom. It was not that she liked it. It was only that now it ran in her blood.

Then came the evening that she had been arguing with lain, in the room behind the bar, about how she
could not leave Richard, must try to make ago of it. And she had thought, misinterpreting some gesture,
lain was about to hit her. And she had cowered.

lain had gone mad. He had yedlled so loudly at her that Danny had come around and ordered him ouit.

"If you think that'swhat I'm like, like him, that cretin—we'refinished. That'sit. Solong, Linda Thanks
for dl therotten times.”

After that, dthough she had cried agreat ded on her own, locked in the bathroom with the taps turned
on to hide the sounds, Linda Reeves had tried extra hard to be for Richard what he seemed to need.

But, of course, Richard only needed her mistakes, so he could punish her.

Truly, she knew. And as they waked back from the cemetery together, she had been saying to herself,
Oh God, what am | doing? Oh God, how can | get away?

Then that strange little black-haired girl had knocked on the door, wanting—who was it?—aMrs.
Watkins?

And Lindadid not dare to ask her in, dthough redlly she would have liked to. Someone new, acup of
teaand achat. She might have been able to help, they could have tried the directories, maybe found the
right house. Such apretty girl, in awild, unusud way, like ayoung balerina. She would have been
interesting.

But then the girl went and Linda swore at Richard. Swore at him—for God's sake, had she not
remembered how he was about swearing, or "'blasphemy”—and he had come down and he had laid into
her.

It was aterrible beating, but not the worst he had given her. She had been in hospital once.

But somehow, it was the end. It waslike agateway, and she knew she had only to run through. Though,
initidly, shedid not.

She put hersdlf together as best she could, quietly, while Richard stayed downgtairs, drinking whisky he
bought for himself and never offered her, because it was bad for awoman to drink acohal.



In the bathroom she fainted, but only for three or four seconds. She came to sitting on the floor, and
something made her laugh at that.

When she wastidied up, she went down. It was best to act as normally as she could after an attack. He
would be morose, but no longer violent, and eventuadly this stage would passinto the next one, of
concern and contrition.

"Wel, I'mjug off,” she said. "Don't forget the piein the oven.”

"That will haveto do, | suppose.”

"Itsanicepie. Youll likeit."

"At least you don't try to make your awful travesties of home cooking anymore.”

Her eyeswerealittle blurred, and her left ear kept on buzzing. But she would manage.

She had taken the whole four hundred and fifty-six pounds from the concealed store in her underclothes.
She had saved from her wages and her tips, but not often from Richard's housekeeping. It waswhat she
caled secretly her emergency fund. Why she took it now she could not have said. Perhapsin case he
searched and found it.

"I'll seeyou later,” hesaid.

When he did so, shefelt ahot twigting in her heart.

"Don't belate" he said. "And make sure you tell them thisisyour last week."
"Yes, Richard."

When she got outsde, her legs dmost gave way. Mrs. Carey from number seven was going by with
some shopping and her nice big dog.

Lindawaved jauntily.

She reached the Fox and Glass and Danny looked at her and said, "Christ, Linda." But when she shook
her head, "I'm dl right," he said only, "Go on, then. But if you want to come off and Sit down, just let me
know."

She had a gin and pineapple that Mary gave her. Then ahigh came on her, so that she felt strong, and
that nothing could harm her anymore. Nothing. Not even Richard. And in those moments she knew lain
would comein, and she would be able to makeit up with him.

Lindawas adept and brilliant with the customers that night. She clowned and got them to laugh, so they
overlooked her injured face. When they offered her drinks, she kept the money, to put with her four
hundred and fifty-sx pounds.

By ten, lain had not comein after all.

Last orders went by, and then the pub started to clear. It drained like aglass of liquor. Only the wreathes
of smoke, the empties, the flat packets of crisps. Let down.

Danny bolted the doors and Mary said to her, "Come and have another gin. Y ou've bloody earned it."

But Danny gave her abrandy.



Lindadowned it. And then shefound hersdlf in achair with Danny saying, "1've never moved so fast in
melife" And she guessed he must have caught her as she went over.

After that she thought of lain and she began to cry.

How the tears hurt, gushing past Richard's gift of bruises, and when they touched her lip, they stung.
When she blew her nose, that hurt too. He must have hit her there aswell. Her ear buzzed. Perhapsit
would never get better.

At midnight, when she was sitting with Mary, lain gppeared, hammering on the back door. Someone had
told him about Lindas face.

He stood over her, wet from rain—there had been a storm—uwhite and scowling, his own eyesfull of
tears, and fire. It was Richard's face, but it was not Richard at al.

"Y ou're not going back to him. | won't let you."

At theflat, he held her so gently, not to exacerbate her wounds, but pain and mad joy kept her awvake.
Shelay and bresthed the frowsty wonderful smell of love.

Shethought, / don't want anything of Richard's.

There was nothing to take from the fudge house. Everything in it was his, or things he had bought her that
he believed she should have, things she did not like. She loathed it all, even to the plain underclothes he
made her buy and the flat, uncomfortable shoes, and the medicind toilet waters, and set of brusheswith
fa Victorian maidens.

But | do have to go back. Just once. lain will go with me. And that bastard, that bloody stinker
won't touch him.

For Richard, confronted by lain's mae, six-foot, twenty-two-year-old fitness, would quail.

I'm thirty-four. I'm too old for him.

In hisdeep, lainturned alittle and kissed her hair.

| can make this flat smashing. lain won't mind. He'll enjoy it.

But | have to go to Richard, just once. To tell him I'mleaving himfor good.

Her ear had stopped buzzing.

At onein the morning, Richard Reeves was Stting on the big sofain the main room, finishing awhisky.
Linda should have been home an hour and a half ago, and she was never later than midnight.

Richard knew where she was. She had gone with aman. But the man would chuck her out presently, and
then she would have to come back.

He could not call the pub, the phone was broken. It had been knocked over last week. Her faullt.

He had been sorry after sheleft, sorry he had dapped her. She made him angry. She did it purposaly.
But he must try to contral hisirritation. He would say he was sorry, give her acuddle when she camein.

But shedid not comein, and, judtifiably, the anger began to build again.



He went back to the whisky and soon after midnight he had drunk his fourteenth shot, counting the four
he had taken earlier. He needed to calm his nerves. He needed to have it out with her. Who did she think
she was? He worked and daved to give her the best. But she was off with some man. He had suspected.
He was never wrong.

When the door knocker went so loudly, Richard was fuzzy, and he thought that maybe Linda had
forgotten her key. So he stood up and girded himsdf in rage, and went to the front door to openiit.

It was not Lindawho waited at the door.

A tal old manin ablack coat.

No, ayoung man, with white hair...

"Richard?" asked thisman, smiling a him.

"Yes, I'm Richard Reeves. Who are you?" And then the penny dropped. "Are you her bloke?"

Richard felt amix of ferocity and darm. He was not prepared. He wastired. Thiswas his home ground.
Hetried to come out at the man, but the man instead came gliding in, and after him, like a cresture of the
night, ablack-haired girl smothered in makeup.

"Whereisyour wife?" said the man.
"My—L.indaswith you. Or she was. What do you want?"

"Then sheign't here," said Mdach. "Oh, good. Ruth, shut the door." The girl he had called Ruth did so,
and they were dl ingde Richard Reevess house.

"Look here" said Richard, "I didn't ask you in."
"But herewe are," said the man. "Go in there, and have another whisky."
"Don't you—"

The man pushed him, and Richard Reeves staggered crazily back into the main room. He thumped into a
table and alarge china cannister teetered. Richard held it down.

The white-haired man had aso entered the room, and the girl had followed. They put wet printsinto the
carpet. What Richard had taken for achegp imitation leopardskin coat turned out to be some sort of
robe. Who were these people? What were they after?

" She described you well," said the man to Richard.
"Linda described—"
"Ruth. Ruth overheard your conversation with your wife."

Still smiling, kind, the white-haired man moved close to Richard. The scent of night and rain was on the
man, and an odd fragrance of burning.

"l believe," said Maach, "you told her this"" And then he struck Richard Reevesfull inthe bdly. It wasa
soft belly and it did not resist.

Richard curved over and brought up hiswhisky on his carpet.



Malach stepped back.

When Richard had stopped puking, Maach kicked him in the sde and Richard rolled over. Mdach
rested his booted foot on Richard's throat, pressing lightly on the windpipe. Richard tried to fight. Maach
pressed harder.

"Don't," said Maach. "Just do as| want."

"Therésmoney," gasped Richard. "I'll tell you where."

"Money," said Mdach. He pulled ame odramatic disgppointed face. "Only money?"
"Some of these ornaments—worth something—"

"Ruth," said Maach, "smash some of the ornaments.”

Richard began to argue, but his voice was cut off.

Ruth took bulky china objects from the fal se mantel piece and dropped them in the hearth, where they
broke noisly.

Malach raised hisfoot.
"They're very undtractive. Better, likethis."
"Youreinsane."

Malach leaned down and cracked Richard hard across the face. Richard's teeth cut hislip open and it
began to bleed.

"But you areacunt,” said Maach. "Oh, forgive me. Y ou don't care for bad language.”

Richard coughed and was feebly sick again, his head turned painfully under Maach's boot.
Ashiseyesdeared dightly, Richard saw the girl hefting the huntsman figurine.
"No—no—don't—that's valuable. | swear it is."

Maach held up hissilvered hand.

"Bring it to me, Ruth.”

Ruth brought the statuette, three burly menin russet coats raisng guns at some unseen flying things.

Malach weighed it in hispam, looking at it. He looked down again & Richard. "It'safake.” The piece
whirled through the air and struck thewall. It smashed into a shower.

Richard was hurt and ill, and now he was very scared, and he began to cry. Life had long ago taught him
that the tears of astrong man will bring him sympathy, or aid.

Not now.

Malach had removed the booted foot and instead hauled Richard up, helped him to stand, and led him
out to the foot of the stairs.

"Y es, there's cash up there," said Richard. His nose ran and somehow Maach would not let him wipeit,



or the blood oozing down his chin.

Malach took Richard up theflight of stairs, and, on the landing, Richard tried to turn to the bedroom
where he kept athousand poundsin fifties, in amarvelousfind, an old box from the dave trade, ebony,
showing ablack manin chains...

"Tdl meabout Linda," said Mdach.
"My wife—"
"Your wife," said Mdach.

Maach brought hisfist up into Richard's jaw, just avoiding the nerve point that would have rendered him
UNCoNScious.

Richard's head dammed back into thewall, and before he could save himsdlf hefdl, twisting and
thumping, thelength of the dairs.

Richard lay moaning on the carpet under the Sairs.
Ruth came out to see.
Malach descended the stairs with a measured tread.

"The grand old Duke of Y ork," said Maach, "he had ten thousand men. He fucked them up on the top of
the hill, then he fucked them up again. Ah, forgive me. Y ou don' like these words." He lifted Richard like
alength of used materid. Thistime he had to drag him up the steps.

At the top Malach brought hisfist across Richard's face again and sent him down once more adong the
dairs.

At the bottom, Maach knelt on Richard.

Hetook Richard's head by the ears.

Richard wasjust conscious. The bleary eyes wavered, but they saw.
"Now Richard. Say Chrigt." Richard groaned. "Say Chrigt fucks, Richard.”
"Nnn—" said Richard.

Malach banged Richard's head hard into the banniter.

"Say Chrigt fucks, Richard. Christ was beautiful and flawless and wise, but you know nothing about him.
In your mouth hewon't be Chrigt at dl. Say it, Richard. Christ fucks." And Maach, holding Richard's
head by the ears, smashed it like the china on the bannister at the sairs foot.

"Chri—" said Richard.

"Louder, Richard," Maach coaxed.
"Chri—fuh—"

"And now say cunt, Richard.”

Richard shut his eyes and snot rivered from hisnose.



Malach bashed Richard's head again against the wood.
"Say cunt.”
"OJ"]—"

"Ruth,” said Maach, "fetch some sogp.” He cradled Richard's head on histhigh, smiling down at him,
until Ruth came with abar of Camay from the bathroom. Then Maach gently put the sogp into Richard's
wet mouth. "Wash your mouth out now, Richard.”

In the bedroom, Malach found the ebony box. He touched the shoulder of the carved black man. Malach
sad, "I'm sorry.”

The money fell out and Ruth went to it.

"No," said Maach. "Y ou don't need money now."

And s0 Ruth st fire to the fifty-pound notes, and let them flutter down around Richard at the stairs foot.
Richard was past shouting. He cried. Histearsdid not bring aid, or put out thefire.

When Lindacame back at nine-thirty, walking with her aamin lain's, little was | eft of the fudge house, or
Richard Reeves, but aheap of black stuff.

CHAPTER 23

HALF-LIGHT. THE GARDEN DARKLY glowed before the dawn. Therain had |eft its garment behind
it, drops which hung and glistened, and which dripped from polished leaf to leaf down into the high grass
that was not yet lit to green.

The twisted fish shone and its basin was deeply filled. The straw hat had been removed.

Rachadla stood in the grove, between the fera apple and the fountain. She wore Altheneswhite dress,
the long hem of which was soaked.

All around, the liquid shadow and the oaks like aforest. And silence, plectrumed now and then by the
songs of birds. But they did not redlly sing. Surely there had been a dawn chorus, rehearsed and amost
strident. What had subdued the birds? Did they know the earth grew old?

Her mood was strange.
Hormones, perhaps. After al, shewasin her forties now, whatever her body looked like.

The grove might bein aforest, and it might have been anywhere. Some other country. Some land of her
genetic past.

There were memories, dways on the edge of mental sight and hearing. She could not grasp them, yet she
partly saw from the corners of her eyes, and nearly heard their whispering. It seemed she must stand
wholly ill, and then the veil would melt, and shewould know it al. All therewas or could be. And she
was not afraid.

And I'm drunk, of course. Their dinner and their wine.

Y et she stayed on in the timel ess garden, floating in space.



Scarabae. I, too, am Scarabae.

Anova mdted in the vell and the shadow, and through it came aman clad in black with long white hair.
Hewalked toward her deftly, over the grass, and past the fountain.

Madach said: "It'strue, the Scarabae women are the most beautiful in the world.”

Helifted her hand quietly and kissed it, close beside the ruby ring that had been Annas and Miriam's.
Then he leaned and kissed her cheek. He smelled still of the dark, and of danger. But it was not for her,
his dangerous dark.

"Why areyou here?' she said. "Have you brought Ruth here?"

"Oh, no. Ruth is safe. I've cometo fetch my sons, the dogs.”

"Your sons," shesaid.

"My other sonsarelost tome," he said.

Rachadlafdt arill of excitement flow through her, but it died because she madeit die.
"Areyou going to kill Ruth?" Rachaglasaid. "Or won't you answver?'

"What is degth?' said Maach.

He widened his eyes and now there was enough light to see their hard sheer color. So bleak, so far, the
disanceinsgdethe eyes.

"Desath iswhat happened to Anna," said Rachadla. "And to the others. Death iswhat Ruth caused.”

But shethought, / believe in his age. A hundred. More. There, and there. How can something so old
ever kill?

"I must be going now," he said. She could find no further words to say to him. She watched him move
away through the spell of the garden, and the veil mended, and a blackbird sang.

Under the ectric lights of the utility room, Camillo was burnishing the Cinderdlla carriage of thetrike.

He had brushed the damson velvet, and rubbed the stained-glass window, and now attended on the
sharklike bodywork with rags.

A manwasin the doorway.

Camillo'sface set into akind of doughy flatness. He stood up and rubbed his cleaner hand between the
ears of the burned horse head.

"Cometo see my horse?'

Malach waked into the room. But for the trike, there wasllittle there. A few boxes, bottles, cans of fud
and cleaning agents, and the block of raw light. Maach stayed still, and looked at everything. Findly at
Camillo.

"Let metell you," said Camillo. He tapped the vermilion-streaked gut of the machine. "Harley-Davidson
fifteen hundred super-charged engine converted for atrike. And here," heindicated the Slvery spirds
between the forward forks, "twelve-inch over-springer forks, nickd plated in twist-candy style. Yum.”



Malach looked at the trike, where Camillo pointed.

"And the front whed—the origind twin-disc hub islaced into a nineteen-inch rim."
Camillo pivoted. He giggled. " The swan-neck frame has been stove enameled.”
Thefearful light burned on Maach's hair like white-hot flame.

Camillo sad, "Cruise control isfitted. But | prefer to Sit up when | ride. Methane injection built into the
fud system. That means my trike could go to one hundred and twenty miles an hour in two seconds. It
would kill the engine but I'd be miles away."

Hewaved hishand in its skulls and rose masks at the black half-pumpkin. " A souped-up Volkswvagen
rear." He paused. "Do you like my horse?!

- "l remember four," said Mdach, "one ablack geld-ing which threw you.”
"I don't remember that,” said Camillo sharply. "Only the dogs. | remember dl the dogs.”
"Perhapsit will come back to you."

"Too old," said Camillo. He grinned and dived behind the trike asiif for cover. "Well, weve met again,”
said Camillo, hiding around the pumpkin shell. "Y ou can go away now."

Maach still stood there, under thelight. Cold fire.

He seemed to be examining the trike.

Camillo stole out again. He said, "Y ou've killed someone. Isit horrible Ruth?"
"Just men," said Madach.

"l remember that," said Camillo. "I remember inthedeigh—"

"No," said Maach.

"Hereyou are," said Camillo. "What do you expect?'

Madach turned and was gone.

Camillo'sface dowly sank inward. Helooked old now, ancient, a poor old man with ashiny trike that
could not be his.

"We drove from the outskirts of the town. There were men running with torches but the horse bolted past
them." Camillo sighed. "Out into the white woodsweran... | sobered, thinking of sagas| had heard of
wolves, but my father said, 'Men areto be feared, not wolves." "

Camillo patted the horse head. "Good horse. WEIl get away. Light thefire, we can outrun it.”
But no onewasthereto listen.

Tray had been sick. It wasthe mixture of drinks and no food. Lou was affected another way. Shelay on
the large bed, mildly snoring on ameat of Pre-Raphadlite hair. Her head was turned, so the tattooed rose
showed on her neck like avampireskiss.

Lou and Tray both took the pill right through the month, so they need never have a period, but sometimes



Tray fet funny, asif her physica clock weretrying to come on.

When her sscomach was better, she had ashower and put on her little navy leather sailor suit with the
corset waist and white collar. Two of her nails had broken and this depressed her, for her naillswere one
of her forms of artistic procreation, the tones and pictures she painted on them, and now the canvas was

spoiled.
She went down through the house, looking for Cami, and in the pillared hdl she saw Madach.

Maach was amazing. Hewaslike asinger, but he did not sng.

He sat on agtraight carved chair and by him were the two frightening large dogsin the spiked collars. He
was caressing their heads, staring into their bluish honeyed eyes.

Tray went closer.
"Hi," sad Tray. "Come here often?"
Malach looked up and saw her. He said nothing.

Tray giggled. It was a dul cet soft sound, unlike the noise Camillo made, like ahorsewhinnying. "I like
your har."

"Thank you."

"Do you know Cami, then?' asked Tray.

"Littlegirl,” said Mdach, gently, "pleaseleave me done.”
Tray started. "l only asked.”

"Don't ask. Don't ask me anything."

"Oh," said Tray. Shedid not believe he was dismissing her. Men turned their shoulders, but they did not
ultimetely resst. Tray was Desire.

She moved carefully closer, trying to avoid the big hairy shapes of the dogs.
"Cami gave methis necklace. It's polished chicken boneswith silver. Aren't they lovely?"

Malach looked at her, past her eyes, into her brain. He said something in alanguage she did not
understand. He said, " Tires-toi." But she knew at once, asif he had thrown her right acrossthe hall.

She backed from himin terror.

At the stairs she stumbled, then turned and climbed swiftly up, away from him. On the landing she looked
back. He was engrossed again with the dogs.

She ran adong the corridor, and up the other flight of stairs, into Camillo's gpartment. She wanted to
shake Lou awake and tell her. He swore at me. He said something really filthy.

But it was not the words, it was the rgjection.
She bit her broken nails, but only those, down to the quick.
Sitting up in the chair, shefdl adeep.



When she woke, Lou was still snoring and Cami had not come up. The window, which was opaque
white glass, was blazing with summer morning. The golden clock said it was nine-thirty.

Tray got up and went to the mirror. She looked at hersdlf. She was the same. She turned about to admire
her dender, incredible bodly, its seventeen-inch corset waist, her necklet of bones and silver whesls.

Lou had athing about Althene. Lou had dug out her gas mask earrings and put them on because of
Althene's gas mask with the poppies.

Lou was usdless.

Tray went out again and downgtairs.

Shewas afraid he might bein the hall till, but of course he was gone by now.
She had taken some money from the bag where

Cami left it for them. She would go to the shops and have her hair done. She would have it done black,
like Rach's.

The cake shop was open, and Tray bought a doughnuit. It had thick jam. Her dad had brought her
doughnuts, and a plate of sugar, and let her roll them in the sugar until they were white. Her mom would
say, "Youll get fat." But naturaly Tray did not get fat, for she sedom ate anything at al.

In Lucrece, where—unknown to Tray—jpresumably they made you so beautiful you would be raped by
aRoman, the manager came and led her to achair. He said it did not matter there was no appointment,
he would always make a place for her, she had such excdllent hair it was atreat to Syleit. But heliked
Cami's money, she knew that too. And anyway, they were empty.

Tray sat through the hairdresser's torture, which she did not mind, for two hours. And then she sat under
thedryer.

She drank the Fanta they brought her.

When she looked up into the mirror, she saw with surprise what they had missed. Crystd tearsfell from
her eyes. They did not ruin her face, for her eye makeup did not run, and her blusher was waterproof,
and shewas like adoll that wept.

In the phone box, Tray inserted Cami's phonecard. She had taken it out with her, so she must have
known shewould need it, but not conscioudy.

The phone rang, and she hoped her father would answer.
If her mother answered, she would put down the receiver.
Itrang alongtime.

While shewaited, an ice-cream van entered the Street. It played itstune loudly, and Tray was afraid she
would not hear properly who was on theline if the phone was answered.

Then there was her father's voice.
"Hi, Dad. It'sme."

"Tray!"



"Hi, Dad."

"For Chrigt's sake where are you? | 've been worried.”

"I'm okay, Dad."

"I've been worried, Tray. Y ou go off and get yoursdlf in bloody bother. Where are you?'
"Just London, Dad."

"What's happened? Where in London?"

"It don't matter. I'm fine. | just... wanted to talk to you."

"You're daft, Tray, you are. Y ou can dways bloody talk to me. Why don't you come home and talk to
me?'

She heard, more than his questions and sentences, the light that came on in his voice when he spoketo
her. She could recal how he would grin when he camein at the door and she ran toward him, holding up
sometoy.

"Don't nag, Dad." The ice-cream van was closer.

"All right, al right. So long asyou're okay. What you been doing?"
"Jugt the usud tuff."”

"Bloody bikes and bloody bad rock groups.”

"Bands, Dad."

"Bands. Ought to be banned.”

Hisjoke dwaysirritated her. Suddenly she was far away from him again. She was twenty-two and he
wasold.

"Got to go now, Dad.”

"What? Just wait abloody minute, Tracy. Tl mewhereyou are?!
"l said. London."

"Isit some bloke again?'

She thought of Cami, older than her dad, but Cami was different.
"Hesfamous.”

mWhat?

"EamoLs”

"Whoishethen?'

"Can't say. Got to go now."
llTrw_ll



"Got to go. Loveyou, Dad. Bye."

She put down the phone.

Shefdt relief, shefdt bereft.

Theice-cream van, which had played itstune dl through the conversation, had now left off.

She went out of the phone booth and bought hersalf a cornet with strawberry sauce and nuts and two
gticks of chocolate.

CHAPTER 24

HE HAD GONE TO THE HOUSE WITH HER, when she had told him about the man. That wasthe
firgt thing she remembered, as she opened her eyes. He had said, the woman was dl right, let the woman
go. He had said he would kill the man. And he had killed the man. And the house burned. And then they
came avay.

They traveled on alate bus.

A man threw up at the back, and hisvomit smelled, quite purely, of spirits. Upstairsthe air wasthick and
blue, but they traveled below. He said he wastoo tall to go up there. She believed this.

There was akebab place, and he bought her adab of spicy lamb in pitabread with pale red chili sauce,
and sdad. Then, when they arrived at their destination, he led her into aroom, and there he gave her a
glass of wine. When she had had the wine, she found her head had dropped with ajolt, dmost asif
decapitated. Next she dept.

She cameto on the bed. It was comfortable, and he had pulled the coverlet up over her. The pillows had
feathers and, when she put on the lamp by the bed, she saw they were of sky blue. The sheetswere dso
blue, and the blankets and cover in tones of deep green.

There was one window, and it was round. It seemed to have a pattern not a picture. But it was of stained
glass.

Everything in the room was green and blue, except the lamps, which were adusty rosy pink. There was
no fireplace, only aradiator.

There was adressing table with two lights and amirror that had frosted leaves coiling around it.
On adark table were some books and other things which Ruth did not ingpect.

The room had an aura of the Scarabae, and on the vanilla-green wall was fixed a black and white clock,
which had stopped.

A bathroom adjoined the bedroom. It was green, with blue towels and adark blue carpet. There was an
extractor fan, but no window. The taps were gold dolphins.

This must be a Scarabae house.

The other one had burned, but asit did so, some portion of her had known there were other houses.
Other Scarabae.

Maach was Scarabae.



He had trapped her.

Shetried the door, which was locked, and then she waited for him to come back, for she sensed that he
had gone away.

The day wasin the window when he returned.

Thewindow was not like the room. It was scarlet, amber, the blue of fire, the carnivorous rose of lions
mouths, hot and blind. Through it, dimly, she could seethelines of bars.

He opened the door and found her sitting on the bed, gazing at the window.
"Am | aprisoner?' she asked.

"Wes"

"Maach, | don't want to be a prisoner.”
"Ruth, you have no choice.”

"Why?' shesad.

"You areamurderess.”

"You killed that man.”

"You killed Scarabee.”

"l didnt meanto,” shesaid dowly.
"You meant to."

"l wasangry.”

"You must learn,” he said, "to use proper words. Y ou do not kill your own from anger. It's fury, Ruth.
Itspan.”

"Then, from fury. From pain."
"Very well. Now you are punished.”
"What will you do to me?' shesaid.
"Weghd| see”

"My dad," she said. Shethought. She said, "My father, Adam. He hanged himself. Wasit because—was
it because | did those things?"

"What things?'

"Y ou know."

"You must articulate. Y ou must say what istrue.”
"Because | stabbed Annaand—the others.”

"We can't ask him. He'sdead.”



" killed ordinary people. | drank their blood,” said Ruth. She yawned. "1 burned their houses. That was
Emma"

"Youreadupid little bitch," said Mdach.
"No," said Ruth. "I'mevil."
Malach looked at her, and she at him.

"You're Scarabae," he said. "That is your name. Forget the rest. Forget epithets from horror films. Now,
you shdl meet my companions.”

Ruth stirred. She looked frightened and then cold.
Mdach caled back beyond the door: "Enki. Oskar."

And they came, the two huge dogs with their coats of brindled snow, wolfhounds with the blood of
magtiffs and perhaps even of wolves, stepping like princes, with amber eyes.

Ruth got up a once. She held out her hands and went toward them without hurry or hesitation. And they
received her, sniffed at her fingers.

Their heads came to her breasts. She stroked the silky hair upon their hard stony skulls. She met their
eyes and kissed their muzzles.

Lethargic scythes, the greet tails wagged.

She stood between them, holding them against the two sides of her body.
"Oskar, Enki," hesaid, "enough.”

And they dipped from her. Like sunlit smolders they were through the door and Ruth stood aone.
"What shdl | do now?' Ruth said.

"Youwill beadone now."

"For how long?'

"Ah vous dis-je."

"l don't understand.”

"Youll cometo.”

He went out and shut the door. The key turned.

After amoment Ruth ran to the door and banged on it violently.

One of the dogs barked, and then was silent.

Ruth retreated to the bed. She got up on it and sat by the pillows.
Gradudly the sun moved, and |eft the window.

Shewas hungry.



CHAPTER 25

NORMAN OLIVER BAILEY IVESWATCHED the patio through the closed glass of the diding doors.
Out there Marilyn, hiswife, was pedaing dowly and laboriousy on her exercise bike.

Shewasfivefoot sx, and weighed alittle over deven and ahaf stone. Her tanned body bulged from the
small zebra-striped bikini. Her blond hair wastied up by a shocking-pink scarf. Despite the careful
hairdressing attentions of Jason, there was abrassy tingeto Marilyn's hair that infinites mally hardened
between each weekly visit.

Marilyn stopped pedaling.

She reached out to the green ironwork table and took three or four chocolates from adish. She
crammed them quickly in her mouth.

Marilyn was adways cutting out potatoes, but she could never go without chocolate. It gave her energy,
shesad. Besdes, shesaid, abit of extraflesh wasdl right, providing your muscles were firm. Anyway,
chocolate was not fattening, it just burned off. Poor old Marilyn.

Tracy liked sweet things too. But she never put on any weight. She had been adim, dodlike child, and so
she grew, in perfect proportion, into her glove-fitted golden skin.

It amazed him, that he and Marilyn could have produced between them something so lovely.

Marilyn was il quite attractive, of course, and when they went out she dolled hersdalf up, made the best
of herself. But he—wadll, he could never win any prizes. Stop aprocession, he would. Ugly git.

He grinned, seeing avague reflection of thisuglinessin the glass. Short and squat, with big muscled arms
from his days as a plasterer before he took to running the show —and he would still take astint, liked to,
if someonewas off sck. Hisbelly waslarge too, bulging out his white vest. He was brown, atan that
never faded, from hisyears of outdoor work, and his brown bullet head sat on his shoulders without the
intermediary of aneck.

None of this had ever stopped him. His mother, the Old Girl (and that was how she had always been for
him, anold girl), she had said, "Y ou ain't pretty, but you're agood boy, Nobbi." It was she who had
given him the nicknamefirgt, after hisfather, the rotten old sod, had landed him with that Norman Oliver
mouthful.

Nobbi had liked his mother. He liked dl women, and they tended to like him. When he first went with
Marilyn, she had reglly been a stunner. The heads had turned.

Maybe that was where Tray got her looks from after al. Or from his own mother. The Old Girl had been
quite apiecein her youth, he had seen the photos.

In the glass, over Marilyn's struggling reflection (she had started the bike again), the gold winked on his
St. Christopher medallion, his sovereign ring, his Rolex.

Behind him was the huge room, which Marilyn had decorated, like al the house, but bought and paid for
by Nobbi.

Red velvet curtains held back by satin cords, studded red velvet couch and chairs, red Axminster carpet.
Two chanddliers. On the glass coffee table, astack of Mari-lyn's Vogues and abig chinadoll inan
Elizabethan dress and ruff of real silk and lace.



Over the gaslog fireplace was The Haywain, reproduced to look like genuine paint. And on the other
wall, which was papered in crimson damask, was Van Gogh's Sunflowers, ablot of yellow on dl that
red.

Nobbi did not bother with art, normally he did not notice. But the sunflowers always unsettled him alittle,
and Marilyn did not like them ether, he knew, but only felt they should be there.

On the mantel piece was Marilyn's collection of chinafigures, ladies from various historica eras. Nobbi
quite liked those, because they were women.

Certainly they were expensive, like everything e se.

Over by thelarge TV were Marilyn's fourteen exercise videos. Poor old Marilyn.

She was egting chocolate again, il pedaling.

Nobbi turned away. He would have to find something to do to take his mind off Tray.

It was no good worrying about her. When she got into a mess shewould call him again, and hewould go
and rescue her. She knew he was dways there.

He realized she was not innocent. She had dept with fellows. He wished it was not o, but that wasthe
way it went nowadays. It would not matter in the long run. One day he would give her awhite wedding,
when she had calmed down, when there was a chap with money who could ook after her, keep her
happy. A son of one of thelads. Someonein the business.

He blamed that Lou. Lou had led Tray into dl this nonsense, rock groups and running about. Lou came
from scum, poor cow, she had never been any good. Had an abortion at twelve, he had subsequently
found out. Too late now to get Tray away from her. Tray would find out for hersdlf, and then hewould
be there, and then maybe he could get her to stay here, and she would be safe.

If only she would phone regularly. Even Marilyn had started to complain about it. If only he knew where
shewas—

Nobbi went out of the lounge, and up the thickly carpeted stairs.

He glanced into the bedroom he shared with Marilyn. It was curtained and bedspread with cotton sateen
and matchingly papered in apink migraine attack of smdl flowers. Ruched lace rucked up before the
windows. On the bed were Marilyn'stwo bedroom dalls, alife-sizelittle girl in apink frock and a
life-szelittleboy inblue.

Nobbi sometimes jokingly objected to the boy doll. Another man in his bedroom. He did not mind the
litlegirl.

Marilyn had done the bathroom in piercing primrose yellow, to be cheerful. Tray's bathroom, around the
turn of the corridor, was done in salmon. Marilyn had inssted. ™Y ou can spoil your bedroom if you want,
but I want you to have a proper bathroom.”

On the washbasin, next to the oyster-colored bar of unused soap, stood the half-empty abandoned bottle
of Tray'snail varnish, black with gold specks. The cleaning woman aways carefully replaced it when she
had mopped the basin. The nail varnish was dried up. It had been there three months.

Nobbi tried not to, but he could not help it. He went into Tray's bedroom.



It was done in black crushed satin, with bands of gold-scrolled black dado. Black lace hung over the
lamp. Before the windows were suspended sheets of smoked glass with skulls on them, and on the walls
were posters of long-haired, bare-chested young males, and one of a decomposing skeleton creature
with white hair and asword. Tray had told him thiswas called Eddie.

The bed had four black posts, and here sat another dall. It had once been quite sweet, but Tray had
awarded it spiked orange hair and black lipstick, chains and anose stud.

There was a0 the stuffed lion.

He had given her that when she was six.
"Lovey animdas” hesad, "lions”

"Itll frighten her,” said Marilyn.

But the lion did not frighten Tray because Nobbi told her about lions, how noble they were, and how the
lion would look after her when he was not there.

He picked up the lion now, and gave it agentle shake. "Bloody usdless, ain't you, mate."

On the dressing table were other things she had |eft behind. Some beads, a siring of real pearls he had
bought her on her fifteenth birthday. A little bonering. Her fingers were so dender.

Chrigt, shewastiny, and the world out there was full of shit.
Nobbi squeezed thelion.

On the surface of the built-in wardrobe hung a miniature dressin cord and black, and abig black velvet
hat. The cleaner dways carefully replaced them.

It was like one of those bedrooms you kept for someone dead. A shrine.
Nobbi went out quickly and shut the door. He had the lion under hisarm.

He walked down through the large house, and went out of the side door and over the garden, behind the
grape pergolato the built-on annexe, his office.

A kind of rdief laved over him when he came here. It was furnished with stuff from the Old Girl's house
at Clapham, the big creaky chairs, the ancient sideboard.

Above the clutter of his office desk hung his grandfather's brass tel escope and a sea chart Nobbi could
not read. His father had been abugger, but his granddad was awinner. An ugly old bastard, like Nobbi,
with about three teeth in his head, mouth like a sewer—his mother had screamed at the language—and a
mind full of trea-sure. He took snuff, and Nobbi had kept the battered tin. He could recdll taking those
gifts of snuff and fags, the bottles of rum. The muddly house. The lovely elderly dog with one blind eye,
like Nelson.

Nobbi would have liked adog, but Marilyn had been upset by theidea of the hairs. Tray was frightened
of dogs.

Bugger this
Nobbi put the lion on the desk and gaveit a pat.



Then he picked up the phone and dialed Sandy.

They were doing ajob over at Richmond. It was something for the Corporation. Had to be spot on.
Should have been finished by now.

When Sandy came on the phone, Nobbi gave him a bollocking.
Things had to be specid for Mr. Glass. Christ help you if they were not.
But Nobbi had always kept on the good side of the Corporation, and hedid al right.

Then again, hisfirm wasraking it in. He charged top pricesfor hiswork, and something over. Some
people were 0 bloody stupid, they had more dosh than sense.

Except now and then, he would do ajob himsdf, like for that old bird in Kentish town. Two hundred that
had cost him, but shelived like asparrow. "Call it ten quid, love. And give usacuppa. Or give usakiss
andwell cdl it five"

Sandy took the bollocking in his stride. He promised the job would be complete by Monday morning,
they would go on over Sunday.

After thecdl, Nobbi tried to relax. Helit one of hiscigars, which Marilyn said smelled, using the matches
on hisdesk and ignoring the gold lighter. The cigar triggered his cough.

Thelion looked happier in the office.
It had been fine when shewas little. She used to follow him about. He had been ableto ook after her.

Nobbi put out the cigar and got up. He took his jacket off achair, and went out of the office, locking the
door.

Marilyn was sitting out on the lawn now, by the saccharine-blue swimming poal.
"Sorry, love" he said. "Something's come up. I've got to go over to Richmond.”
"Oh, Nobbi."

"Sorry, love. It'saspecid job."

Marilyn knew it would be uselessto protest. She understood, athough they were maintained as a secret
from her, that Nobbi sometimes did favorsfor and always had contactsin shadier areas than plastering
and decorating. She preferred not to think of this.

She sad, "Will you be back tonight?*

"I'll stay over with Sandy. Get an early start in the morning.” Poor old Marilyn. "Well go up The Fantall
tomorrow night,” said Nobbi.

Marilyn always liked to go out, athough they did so two or three times every week. She brightened.
Heleft her looking at the blue pool, and went to liberate his Jag from the double garage.
Nobbi drove over theriver.

As he went through the winding streets, he found himself looking here and there, and once he saw adim
little girl with long curling sunny hair. But it wasnot his Tray.



The sun was|ow, danting sherry-colored through the parched green of the treesin tiny gardens, and
sheeting the dim wallswith apricot. Indian summer. Why did they cdl it that?

The gray Jaguar turned down the road with the launderette, fish shop, and Pakistani grocers. It cameto a
halt outside the three-story block of flats.

Nobbi got out, and glanced up at the windows.
Marilyn dwaysliked noticeif anyone was coming.

She even preferred it if Nobbi gave her acal to say what time he would bein. Tray used to drive her
med.

But here, there had never been any awkwardness like that.

He walked up the path over the square of grass and opened the outer door. Then he walked up the two
flights, dthough it brought on his cough.

Flat 5A had a cream door that could do with another coat, and he ought to see to that fairly soon.
Herang the bdll.
He knew what would happen, but he never got tired of it.

The door opened about two inches, and athin face peered out. The face was framed by dead black hair
cut level with the jaw. It waswithout makeup, strained and thin-lipped, with two enormous black-brown
eyes. There was nothing about the face, nothing, until it saw him. And then it blossomed like aflower. It
became flushed and almost pretty, and the door and the eyes opened much wider and the lips softened
and parted.

"Nobbi! It'syou! Nobbi, darling."
"Hallo, Star. I'm sorry, | didn't bring nothing for you. | forgot.”
"l don't want anything. Only you."

And Nobbi went into theflat, and Star flung her arms around him and kissed his face with lots of quick
light Kisses.

Her actua name was Stella Atkins. She spoke well, and that always pleased him. He liked that sort of
accent, the kind that was without any accent at al. Shewasalibrary assstant, clever.

He supposed that maybe she never minded when he arrived because she was aways prepared. She was
aways bathing, and never put any cosmetics on her face. Her nails were bitten down like agirl's,
athough she wasthirty-five. Shewasthin like agirl, too, and not very big on the bust. But she had lovely
skin, smooth and pae.

Theflat was dways dusty, and aways cluttered, with books and records and tapes everywhere. She did
not care about appearances, wearing shabby suitsto work, and jeans and doppy shirts at home. She had
no jewelry but for asilver watch which had been her mother's.

She had had a cat. It had been twenty-six when it died, degping on her lap. She had never been ableto
bring herself to replaceit. The cat had been before histime.

"I've got abottle of winein thefridge. | saved it for when you'd come."



Sheranto get it, her feet were winged.
He watched her bend to remove the bottle. She had alovely bum.

He pinched her gently, and she squeaked, and came up and around with the winein one hand, and
kissed him deeply on the lips. Her other hand cupped his genitals. There was no mucking about with
Star.

"Saucy," said Nobbi. Hefelt himself getting hard.

Hewas half ahead shorter than she. But that had never concerned them. He opened the bottle, with
dight difficulty, as Star caressed him.

They managed aquarter of aglass each, and then she was pulling him fiercely to her clean and negily
made bed, the only neat thing in the flat, soon to be wrecked.

Nobbi drew up Star's shirt, and found her bare shallow breasts. He tongued them all over and Star
writhed and wrapped her legs around him.

He got off her jeans and panties, and licked her clit thoroughly. She tasted lovely, she dwaysdid. She
cameashedidthis, giving off wild high cries, and the spasm running through her strongly enough he could
fed it in histongue, and taste the sharp minty fragrance.

"Chrig, yourefucking lovely, you ae
Then she undressed him.

She did not seem to need chocolate for energy. The only sweet thing he had known her eat was an apple
or apeach. Shedid not like chocolates, in fact. She did like his penis.

Star findly climbed up on Nobbi's fat muscular body like aqueen into her chariot.
She rode above him, her face now glorious, and savage. "'Oh, Nobbi— Oh, Nobbi—"

She flung back her head and had an orgasm that shook both of them, and, as he watched her, Nobbi
came, groaning.

Star went to fetch thewine. She asked if he was hungry, and when he said he was, she brought him a
toasted bacon sandwich on Boursin, with green chillies.

"Can | cook for you tonight?' asked Star.
"l can say thenight.”
Shekissed him.

When he had rested, shelay down across hislegs and began to suck on him again. Although her lips
were not full, her mouth was adept and marvelous, and her tongue drove him crazy.

He came again with ashout, and Star drank him down.
"l wish | could keep some of that in abottle.”

Nobbi lay back. He felt great. He dipped adeep, thinking that he had not thought of Tracy for awhole
hour.



CHAPTER 26

LIKE ANOTHER PLANET, AUTUMN. The oaks were gold, against which the pines stood black.
Inthe garden, individua red leaves, like lipstick.

Rachaela listened to Shostakovich, Beethoven, Sibdlius.

Shedept inthe day.

The nights drew ouit.

She dined with the Scarabae. They were very silent. They watched their action-film videosin the small
hours. Once Eric pointed wordlesdy at the screen. There was an actor who resembled Maach.

No more was heard, or spoken, of Ruth.

Sometimes, often, Rachadlawould go to Althene's room. She would watch Althene make up her perfect
face, or brush her hair, and Althene would encourage her to try on garments. Rachaela had lost her
self-consciousness, and her animosity. They drank wine, and sometimes beer.

In the beginning, Rachaela meant to discuss Ruth, or Maach. But this, somehow, never happened.
Instead they spoke of music. And then of what music suggested.

They spoke of history.
Althene must have studied it. She knew agreat dedl.

Occasiondly they took to going out. They would walk over the common. Althene wore black dacksand
acoat that seemed made of some black skin.

Rachadlathought, / have never had a woman friend.

There had been Emma, of course. But Emmawas Ruth's, and eventualy not even that.
The others did not count.

One evening, Rachaelaheard apiano faintly, in the house.

The playing was exquisite, painfully brushing the nerves

Shethought of Adamus.

Then Althene appeared on the stairs, and said, "It's Kel. There'sapiano below.”
"Kei," sad Rachagla

"Not only Adamus played the piano.”

Rachadlasaid, "Does Mdach play?'

"No."

They went up to the room of peacocks.

Althene brought her a glass of white liqueur, the dry colorless blood of strawberries.



"You loved Adamus."

"No. Never."

"Areyou certan?'

"Quitecertain.”

"Then you never loved."

"No."

"Alas" said Althene, playfully. And then, "Tell me about your awful mother.”

Rachaglamust have dropped hints. She had once said harsh things. She sipped the liqueur.
"My mother was midtreated. She didn't want me but she got me. She tried to—malform me, too."
"y e

"I remember, in her coffin, shewas dl the wrong shape. They'd done something. It wasn't her.”
"Fools," said Althene. "And so you never said goodbye.”

"Why would | need to?1'd never said hallo, if it comesto that."

"What was her name?"

"Her name?' Rachadlafelt apressurein her head. "Why doesit matter?"

"My mother," said Althene, "used to whip me. With aleather whip. Can you imagine? It hurt very much.
No, it didn't induce in me sexud pleasure. | lived in terror. And then Maach learned about it. And he

stopped her."
"Mdach. Ishe your brother?'

"No."

"Whet then?'

"My... shdl | say, my uncle?'

"You'relovers" said Rachadla. She held out her glassfor Althenetofill it.
Althene paused, quizzicd.

"Notat al."

"And your mother?' asked Rachagla

"At last she cameto seethat everything waswell. Now she's my friend. Shelikesto pretend she never
touched mein anger. | don't [abor the point.” Shefilled the glass.

"Why did shewhip you?'
"Why?"' said Althene. She sat down in one of the midnight armchairs. She smiled. "Oneday, I'll tel you.”



"More secrets. Scarabae.”

Rachadasaid, "My daughter played the piano. She used to have lessons from Adamus.”
"I can't tdl you," said Althene, "about Maach and Ruth. | don't know."

"Don't you?'

"Why should I?* Althene sipped her liqueur inturn. "They mix alittle srychnine with this. Itswheat gives
the wonder of the taste. Not harmful. But your heart may best quickly.”

Rachaglasaid nothing.

Althene said, "Y ou are becoming yourself. Y ou can cease succouring yourself with the nonsense that all
Scarabae are one, and in league againgt you."

Rachagla put down her glass.

"l drink more now than | used to."

"Y ou can drink and eat what you like," said Althene. "It won't change you."
"What will ?*

Althene smiled again. "Who knows?"

The day after, Rachagla made herself get up early. She bathed and dressed and went down into the
garden.

Michael and Kel were in among the trees, putting out bread for the birds.
They did not see her. They laughed together.

Suddenly Kei touched Michagl's cheek. It was a gentle mobile gesture, kind, provocative. Both men
turned their heads and their eyes met.

Unmistakably they were lovers.

Rachaela drew back, not to intrude on their moment. She was surprised. Almost pleased. It occurred to
her that maybe Carlo had been Michael'slover, but Carlo had died, and here was solace.

Thank God there was some reparation.

Then shefet done, partly enraged.

She stood under the terrace, looking up at the house, with its ornate windows and towers.
Leavesfdl, without wind.

Then Tray came out.

Her hair was black now, curling. She had taken to whitening her face, and somewhere she had bought
somelong black dresses with padded shoulders and sequins.



She wastrying to be Scarabae. It was blatant.
Isshelike Ruth? No. Not inten million years.
Why then, the cold kiss of awind that did not pass?

She looks like a pretty vampire from an early horror film. A filmwhere the violenceis only
implied.
It was autumn, and winter would come.

Tray sat down, benesth Althene's discarded sunshade. She had nothing to do, and gazed away into the
trees, and watched the leavesfaling.

CHAPTER 27

OUTSDE THE SVIALL BARRED WINDOW was abrick wall, thick with ivy. Standing in the room, the
wall and theivy were al there were. Seated on the floor, adot of gray sky appeared at the window's
top, and the form of atree, aready windswept of itsleaves.

But Maach sat with his back to the window.

Thewadls of the room were painted white. The floor was of polished wood, with oneflat rug of white and
gray, likethewalsand the sky.

There was along table of whitish stripped pine. There were black, mildewed books on it, some bottles of
faintly green glass. Thetable had drawers. Beforeit was an upright black chair.

In one corner stood alarge canvas on an easd, ready stretched and primed; blank.

Low on onewail hung a Saxon sword, perhaps a reproduction, and under it a French saber, and under
that aknife of stone.

Therewas nothing else.

Malach sat cross-legged.

He wore awhite shirt and white trousers and old white boots, soft and patchy with age.
Hewaslooking into space, not staring, but seeing something. He had not moved for an hour.
Beyond the window and theivy wall apolice siren sounded five or Six streets away.

Maach half turned his head.

A dog growled quietly on the other sde of the door.

"Y es, Enki. One moment.”

Malach stood up. Although he had kept <till so long, his movements were fluid, coordinated.

He went to the door and opened it and the two big dogs came to him with stately eagerness, thrusting
their muzzlesinto hishands.

"Y ou must have the garden. It'stoo soon today for walking.”



He crossed the large living room of the flat, with its sea-green carpet and dark green chairs. There were
ydlow candles before ova mirrors on the walls. There was wallpaper like ghosts of bamboo which rose
up and covered the high ceiling, infusing dl the room with adim green aguarium light. Between curtains of
paeydlow sk the french windows opened wide and the dogs ran out gladly, up the steps and onto the
lawvn.

The garden was higher than the basement flat, the old garden of the house which had been remade into
four gpartments. The other three stood empty overhead. Lilac trees still held acluster of their leaves, and
at the bottom, where another house had been partly demolished, and then left, tal laurels mimicked the
colors of the room. On the two other sides, theivy wall seemed to go up forever.

The dogstrotted into the laurels.
Malach appeared to be watching them.

Theflat had three bedrooms and two bathrooms, and a straw-tiled kitchen that had never been finished.
Food came from arestaurant, croissants, little pots of jam and butter, vacuumed hot coffeein the
morning, an Italian or an English lunch, an English or Itdian dinner, at various hours, padiries, omelettes,
cheeses, wine.

In the refrigerator in the kitchen were bottles of Coca-Cola, cartons of orange juice, alittle beer with
curiouslabdls. Theice-making compartment wasfull of ice.

From el sawhere came the clean towel s and the sheets for the beds, the soap and toothpaste, and
punctudly every month astock of sanitary protection for Ruth.

He gave her dl these things, for he went into her room once every day.

When he gave her the sanitary towels, Ruth's face crushed itsef down. She marched into the bathroom
and hid them. When she came out, she said, "'Y ou shouldn't have done that."

"How e sewould you manage?'
"Itisn't nice,” said Ruth. She was not prim but cold.
"I'myour jalor,” hesaid.

She had accepted that. After thefirst time, she had never beaten again on the locked door, except to
knock and call to him that shewas hungry, or thirsty.

When he cameinto the room she did not protest.
But now shesaid, "It'swrong."

"Why?'Y ou mendruate.”

"Y ou should pretend not to know."

"Vey wdl."

It was gpparently hisreturn for her obedience, this acquiescence of his. When next he brought her the
towdls, he folded them in the bath sheet. The same, too, with the nightshirts and underthings, the
deodorant, even the shampoo.

She no longer wore makeup. From the third day she had begun to do her hair in two long plaits.



Sometimes she asked if she could see the dogs again, and sometimes he allowed this, bringing Enki and
Oskar into the room on his next visit, but never alowing them to remain more than five minutes.

She was dways docile, dthough occasondly she made polite passionless objections.

When she was alone, she took up one of the drawing pads and the paints or pencils, and drew and
painted.

She created rooms and stairways, and endless variations of colored stained-glass windows, some with
pictures of knights and women with birds. She painted nothing burning, and no dead, no blood. Then her
architecture expanded asthe time of her incarceration did. She drew pillared porticoes and soaring tiered
towers. She drew archways which gave on archways, receding to vast distances.

She did not make landscapes.

Madach would look at al her work when he came. If shewas at work on something when he entered,
shewould st it aside.

She sat on the plushy green carpet, adifferent shade from that of the living room which she had only
briefly seen. Shelooked up at Maach sitting in one of the armchairs, like a pupil a ateacher. He had not
told her to do this.

Once she had cut her finger on some paper, and it bled. She hid thisfrom him like the evidence of the
other bleeding.

She never referred to their meeting in the warehouse lobby, hiskilling of the men, how she had
subsequently told him of the Reeveses, and that they had gone there together, and Malach had killed the
man. The blood and flames.

She played the game with Maach aways, without demur. She never argued againgt it or attempted to be
facetious or obstructive. She only objected to the observations he sometimes made to her. Aswhen he
had said, " Suppose, Ruth, that | keep you here. That you never go out again.” Then shesaid, "You
mustn't do that. Y ou know | must go out.”

"Why isthat?'

"Because | haveto."

"Why?

"Because | walk about for miles. I look at things.”
"Perhgpsyou never will again.”

"Yes, | will."

"And when, then," he said, "do you think that will be?"
"When I've been punished,” she said, "enough.”

Onthefirst morning, after the first croissants and coffee, he had goneinto her green and blue room with
the Nasturtium window, and he had sat down in the chair. And Ruth immediately seated hersalf below
him on thefloor.

"WEell tak now," he said, "but not in the usud way."



Ruth nodded. She had not yet arranged her hair in plaits but her face was washed and white.
"l will say awordto you," he said, "you will say aword back to me."
"Whet kind of word?"

"Theword that seemsto fit what | have said."

"All right," said Ruth.

And Maach sad, "Egypt.”

Ruth answered swiftly, "Incest.”

"Father," said Maach.

"King."

"Mother."

Ruth thought. She shook her head. "I can't think of anything.”
"Nothing then," said Mdach. Hesad: "Fire."

Ruth lowered her eyes. "Nothing."

"Blood," said Maach.

Ruth said: "Scarabae."

Then Maach stood up. He had been with her only fifteen minutes. He left her without any forma
expression, but half an hour later she knocked and called out, " Can | have some moreto eat?!

He phoned the restaurant, and two apple and raspberry Danish came, and an ice cream. She ate all of it.
The second day he went to her in the afternoon.
"Hunger," hesad.

"Empty," sad Ruth.

"Empty," hesad.

Sheblinked. "Heart."

"Ruby."

"Heart," said Ruth.

"Heart," he sad.

"Window."

"Describe the window," he said.

"Red. Ruby red. Ladiesin red dresses and ared horse and ared sun.”



"Darkness”

"Eyes" sad Ruth.

"Whose eyes?’

"Yours"

"My eyesaren't dark, Ruth."

"es"

"My eyesare avery light blue. The eyes often turn paer, asthe body grows older.”
"Ink," said Ruth, starting the game again.
Helet her. Hesaid, "Ink is black."
"Blueink. Mixed with whitewine"

"Whét color isthe window in thisroom?"
"Blood color."

"Blood, Ruth."

"Yeserday."

"Tomorrow."

Shelooked up at him and shook her head.

They played the word game every day for more than two months. Sometimes they would play for over
an hour.

He did not seem pleased or dismayed by her reactions. It did not occur to her that rather than trying to
learn about her, he was trying to teach her to be hersalf. She performed for him, only now and then
lowering the shutter of her silence, and then only to decide. Even her evasions were relevant.

"Egypt," hesaid.

"Kings"

"Bestle"

"Describe the beetle.”

"Black, with aface carved on its back."

Autumn came too quickly now, attached to the end of summer in asudden sickening and degth.

In the misty early mornings, more often after sunset, he would walk the streets of the capital, now with
the dogs, and now aone.

But Ruth strayed only in her mind. She had nowhere elseto go.



The dogs were sparring under the laurdls, rolling and kicking a each other, barking joyfully.
Malach went back into the whitewashed room and drew the stone knife off the wall.
Going to Ruth's gpartment, he unlocked the door, paused, and went in.

Ruth was sitting drawing. It was a palace, a compendium of many differing architectural styles,
Renaissance Italian, Homeric Greek, timeless Egyptian.

She said a once, "I'd like some books. 1'd like some books about buildings.”
"Il arangeit.”

"Thank you."

"You areadwaysvery polite” hesaid.

"Emmataught me."

"But you didike Emma."

"No..." sad Ruth. And then, "Emmadoesn't count."

"What word do you put with Emma?’

"Wam."

"Warm," he said.

"Fire," said Ruth. Then she screwed up her face. It became ugly, animp's.
"The hanged man," said Maach.

"Tarot," said Ruth.

"Which card do you think isyours?'

"Priesess.”

"Why?

"l don't know."

"Where did you see atarot pack?'

"Inthe market. And Mommy let me haveit.”

"Look," said Maach.

He held up the knife. It was bluntly shaped, yet with the edge honed like arazor. The stone was pinkish
gray. 0'What isit?' said Ruth.

"A knife of sacrifice
"Isitred?"

"Yan



He gaveit to her. She examined it, meekly.

"Imagine," he said, "you are on ahigh place, before an dtar, with thisknife. On the altar is Strapped a
man. He asks you to kill him, to send him to the god."

"It'snot sharp enough.”

"Don't prevaricate. It's sharp.”

"I'dwait for thesign,” said Ruth.

"What sgn?'

"That the god wanted him."

"But," hesaid, "you've never waited."

Ruth looked up a him. She put down the knife. She frowned.
"Sometimes—" she said.

"Sometimes. But it was an accident. The priest killsfor God. Thewarrior killsfor hislegion. But you."
"Please," said Ruth. "Dont."

"Ruth killsfor Ruth.”

She bowed her head.

"l don't want to play anymore.”

"Good. That means your eyes are opened.”
"l don't want to see. The sun'stoo bright."
"Therésno suninthisroom."
"Therésalight.”

"Fre" hesad.

"Thehouse" shesaid.

"Anna" hesad.

"Heart," shesaid.

"Heart," he sad.

"Needle" shesad. "Hammer and needle.”
"Death," hesaid.

"Empty," shesad.

He leaned forward and seized her. He pulled her up, up hisbody. She had grown perhaps aninch. Her
head rested on his chest. He put the knife, cool, againgt her throat.



Ruth was quite dtill.

"Can| dieif you kill me?"

"Bdieveit. Didn't Adamusdie?'

"l don't know."

"Didn't Anna? Didn't Alice?"

"Did they?'

"If they didn't, why do | have you, Ruth, by the neck?"

He heard and felt her swallow. She did not struggleto resist. She said, "Thank you for doing it in private,
When you've doneit, will you hold my hand? It doesn't take long, doesit? Just so | know you'rethere.”

Malach let her go.

Shefdl straight onto the carpet. She had believed him.
Heleft her.

He locked the door.

He put the knife onto alittle round polished table.

Then he waked into the second beautiful modern bathroom and vomited the bitterness of centuriesand
two thousand lies.

CHAPTER 28

IT WASNOT HER LATE NIGHT AT THE li-brary. At aquarter past six, Stellawalked out and up the
road, towards the supermarket, which today was open until eight.

After she had met Nobbi, after Nobbi began to stay with her for the evening, Stella had bought abig
freezer. She stocked it carefully. She liked to cook for Nobbi.

The supermarket was comparatively empty. Stellamanhandled atrolly and whedled it up the aides under
the hard fluorescent lights.

She took some fruit first and a can of pilchardsfor her own supper, two cartons of orange juice and
some crusty rolls. Then she moved among thetins, selecting tomatoes, lentils, kidney beans. When she
knew he would be coming, she went to the delicatessen, gathered white gourds of garlic and fresh
vegetables.

At the frozen-mesat section, she leaned deeply into the vats, drawing out aleg of lamb, fillet steaks, a
wedge of bacon.

Anyone seaing her would think she was shopping for afamily.
Wéll, one day. Perhaps.

She did not often think of it. Sherationed her daydreams. But there might come a time, after he had got
his daughter settled. He would leave Marilyn dl hisworldly goods, and he would cometo Star. She
would support him until he could build hisbusinessup again.



It did not matter to her if he came to her with nothing. She only wanted him.

Stdlafor Star. That wasthefirgt thing he had said to her when he stepped into her flat for the first time.
Hewas carrying abox of chocolates. Stella hated chocolate, but she loved the ones he brought. She
kept them until the sweets turned white, and then she kept the box, which had kittenson it. Marilyn,
apparently, liked kittens. She had been known to say, wasn't it a pity they had to get bigger.

Stdlafor Star. When he said it, she had exclaimed with delight. "Just some old film | seen,” said Nobbi.
Sdlasad, "It's Tennessee Williams. A Streetcar Named Desire.” "Oh," said Nobbi. He had lowered
his bashful eyes. He was dightly embarrassed and already hard. Five minutes later they were on Star's
bed.

She had met him in thelibrary. He had not come in for abook. Books, to Nobbi, were the commodity of
others.

No, Nobbi had comein about acrack in the Senior Librarian's officewall. A favor to someone, Nobbi
afterwards said.

It was two weeks after Stellas cat had died. There were only three elderly men browsing among the
book stacks, and Stellaaone at the computer, which she didiked. It had just messed her up, and she had
Sarted to cry.

To her rage and wretchedness the door opened, and this burly bloody man was there, through her tears
only agraceless shape.

"Wherés—" said Nobbi. And then, in avoice o utterly gentle, so utterly kind that it made her see him,
he said to Stdla, "What's up, love? What isit?"

So she saw him. A short, fat, common London wide-boy in middle age. Bristly thin hair and nut-brown
skinfrom al wesathers, in avest with ajacket over it and aflash gold chain.

Andin hiseyes, Stella sav—

She saw that which is eternal and indescribable, what the lucky ones have dl seen, once, and the very
lucky twice or three times. What she had never seen before among the gropings of her youth and the
frigid evenings of her maturity.

Stellablushed. It was her body'sflag, raised to sgna to him from ahill.
Then shesad, "My cat died. Shewasvery old. It'sslly, isntit?!

"No," said Nobbi, "noit ain't. It breaks your bloody heart. My granddad had an old dog. Only one eye.
It died, and | bawled my bloody eyes out for amonth. Lovely old dog, it was. What was her name?'

He knew the cat had been feminine, or ese dl catswerefemaleto him. "Gertie" said Stella. "My mother
caled her that. For Gertrude Lawrence.”

"Oh," said Nobbi. He plainly had never heard of Gertrude Lawrence, but he liked the name. It had been
the Old Girl's. "The thing you got to tell yoursdlf," he said, "isthat you gave her agood life. Weall got to
go. It'swhat you get here that counts.”

"She did have ahappy life. Shedied in her deep.”

"Thereyou are," said Nobbi, "bless her.”



"Blessyou, too,” sad Stella
And then Nobbi aso blushed, faintly but unmistakably.
Hewent on to the Librarian's office and the crack.

A week later he came back. The gang of three workmen had created the usua chaos. Nobbi stood
surveying it proudly.

"Look here, Mr—er—ian't there any way you can hurry it up?' blested Mr. Rollinson. "It's been going
on for aweek. You redly—"

"Yeah, sguire, | know," said Nobbi. "Not athing | can do.”

There was an open courtyard in the library, with potted trees and a seat. Here Nobbi came, to look at
the offending wall from outsde. Stellawas egting from a carton of salad.

"Hdlo."

"Hdlo," said Nobbi.

He made a couple of passesat thewall.

"Funny old job, this" He glanced at Stella. "How do you get on with him?"
"Mr. Rallinson?1 wish | could kill him."

Nobbi grinned.

"It'snice," hesaid, "al them books. | don't get timeto read. No, it ain't that. Just don't have the knack for
it. I bet you enjoy it, though.”

"Itfillsinthegaps" sad Stela

Her heart bounced in her throat. She said, "Will you have lunch with me tomorrow?"
Nobbi's mouth fell open. He looked about eight. Maybe nine.

"Well |I—I get my dinner as| go. Always moving around—"

"Don't make an excuse. Say yes."

There was no one anywhere. The red walls of the library turned the courtyard into amedieval garden.
Stellagot up and went to Nobbi.

She went right up to him, and softly touched hisbals.

"| want to go to bed with you,” said Stdlla.

Nobbi looked frightened.

"Hang on—"

"No, | do. I really do."

"I'm married. I'm old enough to be your dad. Got agirl of my own—"



"I'm thirty-five. | haven't madelovefor ten years"

Nobbi back awvay and thewall stopped him, Stellas friend. "But—"

"I'm telling you about the ten years," said Stella, "'so you know | don't make a habit of this."
"I'm not—" said Nobbi. "You're brainy," hesad, "al that."

"I'mSdla” sad Sdla "'l want to fed you ingde me.”

"Chrigt," said Nobbi.

He looked up into her burning eyes, and seemed to recognize her from along way off.
"Please don't—" said Stella, "don't, don't say no."

"Y ou're bloody scaring me," said Nobbi.

"I'm bloody scaring me.”

Next day they met in the park. Stella had brought sandwiches of cold roast pork, mustard and cream
cheese, and a half bottle of Muscadet.

They ate under the trees. It was spring, not very warm, and when she shivered, he put hisarm round her.
"l shouldn't," he said. "And you shouldn't. A girl likeyou."
"I'mnotagirl.”

They kissed experimentaly. It reminded Nobbi of former times, kissing on the grass, nowhere to go. But
there was somewhere to go.

In the evening he rang Marilyn, told her he was working late over at Roehampton, and went to Stella's
flat with abox of chocolates which he knew, intuitively, were wrong, but not what el seto get.

Stdlas|ove-making was frenetic but not violent. She did not grab. In his embrace she seemed to have no
bones, a dender snake.

Even in the eager beginning, Marilyn had never been like this. No one had, that he could think of.

When they had exhausted themsdlves, Stellafor Star had made bacon and egg, which she served with a
hollan-dai se sauce. She did not cry or carry on when heleft. She did look wistful. She did not reckon he
would come back.

He cdled her in the middle of the night, from his office in the annex.
"Nobbi," shesaid, "I wish you were here."

"Don't wish that, Star.”

"No, | dont mean... | just mean, if you could have stayed the night.”

Outside the grapel eaves, young and tender, rustled on the pergola. With the year the grapes would bud
and turn to green and purple. The cleaning woman would pluck them and take them home. By then, Star
and he would be an established thing, but he did not know this, then.



"l just wanted to tell you," he said, "you were lovedy."
"Was|, Nobbi?'

"Y ou was wonderful, Star."

"Weas|?'

At the caress of her voice, his erection strove upward, longing for her hands and lips, the velvet tunnel of
her loins.

"Sleep tight, Star. | wish—I wish | bloody well wasin there with you too."

At the checkout was a dowdy woman with her handsome husband. He spoke to her in knife cuts.
He'sruined her, thought Stellafor Star. So many shits of men.

Her own father had not been much. They had been happier after he was gone, her mother and she.

Star had loved her mother. But she loved Nobbi more. She loved sex with Nobbi. Sheloved deeping
with Nobbi, back to back. His hard bare buttocks against her own.

Sheloved hisgoodness. His shyness. Hisloyaty to Marilyn and Tracy. Y es, she even loved that.
She paid for the food.
Oneday.

One day she would go home, and Nobbi .would be there, working on his accounts a her table. They
would have abig dog, and a cat, bought together in infancy so each believed the other was aversion of
itself, ameowing dog, abarking cat.

And, it might be, if it did not take too long, that she could give him achild.

Why not? It happened dl the time, mothers of forty-five and more. She wasfit and strong.
A girl. Hewould want agirl.

Another Tracy, but better. A Tray brought up to appreciate him.

Shethought of Nobbi pushing alittle girl on aswing. And stopped hersdif.

She had to wait.

God knew, she had waited long enough for love.

The bus came, and she lugged the heavy bags of food, merrily in her strong arms, aboard.
"Foggy old night," said the woman beside her.

"Terrible," agreed Star. She had not noticed.

CHAPTER 29

CROSSNG THE RIVER, THE FOG LESS ened. Lights hung in the night water likereflectionsina
mirror that had been breathed on.



For amoment it might have been anywhere. Torch poles above the Tiber. Brands on the living bank of
Thebes. Or some stretch of medieva water lit for an occasion.

But past theriver, thefog closed in again.
Rachaglaremembered the days of the fog, years ago, when the Scarabae first reached out for her.
"Of course" said Althene, "thisis nothing. Hardly alLondon Particular.”

She sat away dong the seet of the taxi, the traveling lights catching her colors. She wore ablue velvet
coat, and under that atunic suit of ash-blue silk. Around her neck was a spray of green cut-glassvivid as
crystalized angdica, and on the middie finger of her Ieft hand alarge polished emerad.

Rachaela had put on the olive-green dress Althene had bought her. It was her concession to the evening.
She felt vagudly angry, uncomfortable. Why had she come? Perhapsto see thefilm, or merely to escape
the house.

But there was never any escape now, and she had accepted that, surely.

Areas of her emotions had opened out. She seemed to have another sense. This constant awareness of
other places, times, fedings... different lives, previous centuries. It wasingdious, and pleasingina
bittersweet way. Perhapsit had even been there from the beginning, and her mother had successfully
driven it under. When she listened to music, maybe it had come then, in another form.

Althene did not say very much.

She too seemed to be deriving some sensation or thought from the foggy city. Once, she sighed. Her
perfume was light yet brunette, cinnamon with something darker.

Her perfection was dightly, asdways, intimidating.
/ don't really like her, Rachaglathought. She only fascinates me.
No, she makes me angry.

Althene had said that Rachagl ashould come with her to seethefilm. An old film, madein 1916, Griffith's
Intolerance.

The restaurant wasin atiny sde street with old-fashioned lampsthat gave agreenish cat's-eye glow
through thefog.

Rachaela noticed that Althene did not pay the driver.
The room was smdl with high wooden screens. There were only seven tables.

Animpeccable, short, swarthy man stepped out and led them to the seventh, behind the highest screen of
dl.

On the cream tablecloth asingle thick white candle burned.
"For you, madame, madame," he said, holding their chairs.

Then he went and ayoung girl, plump and rosy in ablack dress, came and brought them each a glass of
palest red winein long goblets without stems.



Rachaelamade no comment. They drank thewine. It was daty and very soft.

The meal had been ordered, apparently, aready. Rachaglawas not offered a choice, but she could
hardly object, for everything was—naturaly—perfection again.

They had afennel sdlad, and then abourride singing with garlic. With this had come a bottle of
water-clear Macon.

When they had finished the bourride, the girl cleared their plates. The restaurant had filled up quietly and
was now full of murmurs and the muted clink of glass and knives behind the screen.

An old woman arrived next, with two thimbles of some golden liqueur. She set these down, and then she
spoke to Althene in astrange rounded French. Althene answered her.

Rachadladrank her liqueur, which tasted of the smell of roses. God knew what it was made from.
Cyanide, perhaps.

The old woman took Althene's hand, and then she went away.

"Forgive our speaking in another language,” said Althene. "Her Englishisn't good. It should be. She's
been here since before the war.”

"Which war wasthat," Rachaglainquired archly, "the one with Napoleon?'

"Oh, no." Althene behaved asif the question were unprovocative, ordinary. "Thelast.”
"But you knew her then."

"Y es. She was younger. She was pretty. She dill is"”

"The med waswonderful,” said Rachadagrimly.

"There'sjust onetiny dessert which you must eat.”

"l can't, I'm afraid.”

"A mouthful," said Althene. She drained her liqueur in asingleimmaculate gulp. Her eyeswereon
Rachadla, intensaly dark, depth under depth. The eyes of the seducer. |s that what she wants?

Rachaglarecdled Michael and Kel in the garden. Michael had not looked elderly anymore. Was
homosex-ud love, then, permissible among the Scarabae, with their obsessions of continuance?

Rachad aredized that Althene did make her fed beautiful in turn. And was this too the root of her
unease? Even her annoyance?

Animage of Jonquil barged into Rachaglds mind, her employer of earlier years, mannish and earringed in
stedl or bone. Jonquil had been rather fond of her, but very careful. Althene was the antithesis of Jonquil.
And Althenés aura, sexud, exquisite, darmingly unflawed, had no cautiontoit at al.

When she wants, she will ask me, that's all. She'll ask and I'll say no. And that will be that.
The dessert came, borne by the owner, who had seated them. Miniature tarts amber with apricots.
Rachaglatried hers, and finished it.

She was becoming greedy, likedl her kind.



They had coffee in painted white cups, and Cavados in curious squat wooden goblets.

"Dont hurry," said Althene. "Therés plenty of time. | hope youll likethefilm. Not dl of it, perhaps. But
there are marvelous things. The ancient past seen through the lens of the early 1900s. Glimjpses of
authenticity that astound, and moments of utter abandon impaossible before, or snce.”

Sherefilled Rachadlas cup from the coffegpot.

"l saw thisfilm once, with aterrible audience. They must presumably have known when it was made, and
that there would be touches of meodramaor naivete no longer usua. They must have known too it wasa
landmark, the matrix for very much ese. And they laughed uncontrollably. High-pitched, silly laughter, to
show they knew, had grown up, progressed. Worst of al, an actress from the film had come to introduce
it. Shewaslovely, tiny, and charming. They laughed, as she sat among them. | would haveturned a
mechinegunonthemal.”

"Yes," said Rachadla. "Well, | won't laugh.”

"Obvioudy. Y ou have no need.”

When they |eft, Althene paid.

The owner saw them to the door. The other diners were too discreet to stare.
Outsde, another cab was waiting, which took them to the cinema.

As predicted, not all the film concerned Rachagla.

She found the biblica sequencesinteresting, or delightful, or remotely sad. The Babylonian scenes
agtonished her, the reding walls and spinning sunwheds, the € ephants and eagles of stone (which was
not), the staircase of lions, where beautiful women embraced, lipto lip.

The audience did not laugh. It observed areverentia slence.
All dreamersthen, those with memories.

Rachadlafound the film had played upon her incoherent nostalgia, asif Althene knew, and had chosen
purposely.

Rachadafdt alittle sunned. It was along film, of course. It was midnight when they emerged from the
canema
To her surprise, no car was waiting.

"Shall wewak inthefog?' said Althene. "I know alittle club, only afew streets away. We can have
something to drink.”

Rachaglawas not sorry. She did not want the intimacy of acar. She pulled her coat closed againgt the
thick dankness of the air. The fog had grown woadllier, and the city.... was unspecified heights and shapes
of dark, with here and there astreaming diluted light that might be made of anything... acandle, a
shdlow lamp of oill—

The women on the stairs. Flowersthat kissed. How had the censor passed it? Had they missed those
mouthsin the dabaster deluge of shoulders, arms, lily facesringed by black curls?

They had turned into an aley. The fog pressed gray about them.



Anywhere. They might be—

Shadows massed. What wasiit?

Rachadaheard, after al, alaugh. Mae.

Five men came out of thefog in front of them.
After the Sege of Babylon, the violence of redlity.

They were young, between eighteen and twenty-five. The fog dimmed them, giving them vegetable faces
with paint hair and big white trainered feet. Between were quilted jackets, baggy cords, tracksuits like
adult rompers.

" 'Ere" said one, "two fucking dykes."

"Never had aporking,” said another.

"Likeit," said another.

They hovered in the fog, stupid as the carcasses of butchered meset, but solid, dive.
Althenetoo had halted.

Rachaglathought, Never before—

"I'll have that one," said the voice in the blue track-suit. " She looks fucking hot.”
Rachadasaw hiseyes, asif from milesaway. They were blind, yet they could see.
Where was the road, where were the cabs and the protection now?

/ was raped before.

I'll just have to put up with it.

Althene said, musicaly, "Run dong, boys."

The boys stood there, looking at them, not laughing now, and not running.
CHAPTER 30

ALL CITIESWERE THE SAME. Thefirg wasthe blueprint for them dl. There were the high places,
lighted and mobile with traf-fic, the sumps of darkness where the thick mist crawled. Through them ran
rivers, to which steps doped down, and under the riverslay the dead, asthey lay under the Streets.

Malach walked.

Hewas sillent, but behind him, more silent ill, the two ghosts of the dogs padded. Sometimes they
would pause to examine some odor or essence. Sometimes they dipped alittle ahead. Then they would
wait for him, nose his hands, and fal back once more.

Maach moved out of time.

Once or twice, pedestrians passed him. Startled and wary in the fog, they stared or averted their eyes,
for in this atmaosphere he was even more inimical, and more correct. Dark and fog might have made him



up.
The fog had crossed the river now, knitted over.

Phantom things did aong the water. Lamps like moons rose, melted, and set.

Malach turned from the bank, down among the Side Streets.

Beyond the last lamp, a stretch of shadow. In the shadow, avoice. Not loud, quite reasonable.
"Giveusyer bag."

And then adog barked, the noise the product of asmal barrel chest.

Malach stopped, and Enki and Oskar came up to him like two drifts of mist.

Down in the shadow, a breathlesswoman said, "1 haven't got much. It won't help you."

"What you got?' asked a second voice.

"A couple of pounds—"

"Let'ssee”

"No, please. It'smy bag. It's private.”

The dog barked again.

"Keep your rotten dog off," said thefirst voice.

The second said, "Y ou scared of that! | tell you, lady, I'm going to kill your dog. I'll skinit."

It was possible to seeinto the shadow, after dll.

The woman was fattish, with glasses, and not young. The dog stood at her ankle, waiting to defend her,
trembling. It had around white and tan body and pointed fox's ears.

The black youth aimed a playful mock kick at it, and it cowered away. It wasin the worst predicament,
the dog, a coward wanting to be brave.

The white youth spat. "Fucking ugly dog, that is, missus. Better off out of it.”
"Please—" said the woman. She pulled the dog back by itslead, asif shewould pull it into her fat body.

"Yeah, I'll skinthe fucking whitedog," said the black boy. He had a knife now, the shadow-fog reflected
onit wetly.

Thewoman held out her lumpy handbag.

"Here. Takethis. It'sdl I'vegot.”

"Oh, shewants usto haveit now."

The black boy said, "Now give me yer dog.”

Malach touched the backs of the wolfhounds two stony skulls.



Without hesitation they trotted forward.

The white youth danced around, aerted by some current of new air. Out of the fog he saw something go
up and up, and on it the face of agrey-white fog beast, long teeth and glowing eyes. It rose until it was
over his head, and then two iron paws came down on his shoulders.

He made a sound. The beast growled into hisface. Its breasth smelled of meat and smoke.

The black boy, too, had turned in amazement, and at the same moment the other pale dog reared up to
meet him. He shrieked and tried to pull away, but the sheer weight of the animal held him pinned.

The knifewavered in hishand.
"What's happening?' said the woman. "What isit?' Thelittle dog on the lead was wagging itstail now.
The black boy tried to get hisknife right, so he could push it into the greet stone dog that leaned on him.

Then hefdt the knife drawn lightly from his grip. He heard the knife break in two, and the two pieces
clink on the street. A hand closed on the back of his neck, mild, amost loving. A man said softly into his
ear, Y our people were hung on across. Y ou should know better."

The stone dog swung suddenly off and away.

Malach led the black boy forward to where the other wolfhound had the white boy, blocked, shivering.
He had dropped the bag. "Enki."

Asthe second wolfhound cascaded away, the little dog on the lead gave a pleased high yap.

Malach put his right hand on the white boy's neck. He stood between them, the youths, benign, priestly.
Then he dammed their heads together. Something happened. He let both of them fall down.

"What's going on?" said the woman.

"It'sdl right," said Maach.

The fog and her eyesight had hidden it from her. He picked up her bag and took it over.
Thelittle dog jumped and panted, and Oskar lowered hishead to it, licking it once end to end.
Malach gave the woman her bag.

"Thank you," she sad, "thank you, Officer."

She pulled thelittle dog, bouncing and excited, away into the fog. Something made her hurry.
Malach stepped between the two dead muggers, his dogs running now to keep up with him.
CHAPTER 31

FAINTLY AWINDOW SHONE DOWN ON them, that was where the light came from, about five
stories up. Possibly someone had seen, and phoned the police. But it was aforlorn hope. Morelikely the
light, probably of some office, had only been forgotten.

Within, immersed in her terror, Rachaglaknew abizarre curiosity. What would Althene do?

So far, she had only antagonized them.



Did she even understand that such an affront was conceivable?
A kind of dectricity came from Althene. Rachagla experienced thetingling of it. But it was not fear.
Too arrogant to be afraid.

The five men were douching therein front of them, liking their own strength, enjoying the threat more than
the action. Turning themselves on. Only one of them was astall as Althene, but in thistype of encounter,
that was not going to matter.

" likethe bird with the big tits," said the onein rompers.

"The other's better. Big girl."

"I bet she'sgot abig cunt. Take two of usat once."

They laughed again, they had overlooked Althene's patronizing remark. They began to move forward.
Althene spoke.

"Wouldn't you liketo see what you're getting first?"

They checked, chuckling disbdievingly.

Rompers moved out. "Y ou show usthen.”

Althene opened her coat. She started to raise her skirt, very dowly.

They encouraged her, whistled. They watched the long dim leg appear above her high leather boot.
Rachaela saw, aso. Just below the stocking top, was agarter of dark green lace. And in the garter, atiny

gun.

Althene had the gun neetly in her hand. Shelet her skirt fall.

Four of the men had stopped laughing. But Rompers was not impressed.

"Look. It'satoy. It'safake."

The gun was silver with awhite bone handle. It looked too eegant to be anything dangerous.
Rachedlasaid, "Althene—"

"Tell youwhat," said Rompers, "she's showed me hers. Now she can see mine. I've got abig one,
darling. Just the size for you and your friend."

He moved forward again, and the other four were there behind him.

The gun gavealittle click, like a pip bresking between the teeth. Then Althene fired into Romperss
body.

Deafening red in the smoky light, blood jetted from his genitals. He gave a shrill squesk. He flopped
backward and the others split away from him. They paused in odd attitudes, haf crouching, looking at
him. He screamed once, and then he only lay on the pavement under the fog.

The men ran away abruptly, like aherd of animalsfrightened by something unseen.



"What have you done?' said Rachadla

"Don't you know?" said Althene. Her voice sounded deeper, rougher, less glamorous. She raised her
skirt once more and set the gun back into the preposterous garter. " That will keep mewarm.”

The man on the ground did not move. Was he dead?
Rachaela glanced up. No one at the window.

"WEelIl haveto cdl an ambulance." Shetried to speak sensibly, as though Althene had done something
normd, liketwigting her ankle.

"Y ou shot someone.”

"So| did. Did you love him?
Rachaglasad, "That isn't an answer."
"es"

"Hewas scum,” said Rachaela

"Good-bye," said Althene, "to the scum. He will be dead in afew minutes. | shot himin hisbig penis, of
which he was so proud.”

Rachaela began to shake. She thought, distantly, So much for rationality.
"Don't faint," said Althene. "WEell go and find adrink for you."

"For me?1'm herewith awild beast and it offersmeadrink.”

"How complimentary. What beast?"

"That gun—" said Rachadla, usdledy.

"Custom made. A Derringer Remington. One of the smallest weaponsin the world, bar the hatpin. A
leopardess, perhaps. Come. The club | spoke of isn't far.”

"Y ou want me to walk into some private club with you asif nothing—asif—asif you had—" Rachagla
stopped. The dley whirled, settled sickeningly, and was till. Althene had her by the shoulders.

"He would have stuck himself into you,” said Althene. "And el sewhere, quite soon, into some other
woman, less able to cast off what he did to her than you. Requiescat in pace.”

No one had come. No srens or rushing feet.
Althenelet her go. Instead her warm and scented
Rachadaslips.

"Wak with me asif you will livefor many hundreds of years,” said Althene. "Wak with me asif you have
seenit dl before. And asif you love and trust me.”

"But | don't."



"Thenmake believe, littlegirl. Pretend.”
They walked.

The darkness and the lit window drew behind and the body of the dying or dead rapist was hidden by a
twist of buildings. Dim notes of buses, cars, far off. Music from a cassette.

They reached a shut door under alamp.
Althenerang the bell.
The shaking was fading off, asif something that had had Rachadlain its teeth was now growing tired.

Rachaela had a double brandy, and then they drank chinatea. It was along room with comfortable
chairsand small waxed tables, aluminous bar, prints of ancient houses.

At any moment, for thefirst three quarters of an hour, Rachaela expected someoneto burst in, crying of
acorpse close by. No one did.

Althene was gracious and attentive, but she did not really speak for along while.

In an alcove aman sat playing aguitar, softly and beautifully. It ssemed he might also be one of the
scatter of patrons, who smply played there to please himsdlf.

Rachadla, an insect newborn, hardened. Shefelt only sad, like a child who had redlized it would die. But
thiswasthereverse of that. It was asif she had learned that death was not for her.

Finaly, shesad, "l suppose murder isn't anything freshin your life”

Althene smiled in the old mysterious way. She had readjusted her voice, jettisoning harshness and
bandlity.

"Now you think I've dain ahundred men."

"Haveyou?'

"I would have to count them up. Wouldn't that look like boasting?’
"Withthegun?'

"With whatever wasto hand,” said Althene.

"The handle of the gunisbone," said Rachada

"Don't worry. The bone is human.”

"I'm not afraid of you," said Rachagla. "'l should be, probably. But I'm not.”
"| should hate you to be afraid of me."

"Yes" Rachaeladrank her tea. Althene watched her. Her classica face was serene, her dark eyesonly
like still waters, running inevitably deep. "Don't the Scarabae frown on ahomaosexud liaison?"

Althenelifted her eyebrows. She looked amused now.

"Not initself,” shesad.



"But they want the line to go on. They want children born.”

"es"

"Isthat," said Rachaela, "why your mother beat you?"

"It waswhy my mother thought she beat me."

Rachaelalooked into Althene's eyes, carefully.

"I'd rather we didn't get into some Situation that you and | both would find—embarrassing.”
"I become baghful," said Althene, "very easlly.”

"To gpare me, then.”

"So Hfish," sad Althene.

"l don't deep with women.”

"No. You are anun. No women, and no men."

"Once. Y ou know the result.”

"Thelittlegirl whokills™

"Enchanting, adorable Ruth, yes."

"Perhaps the fault wasn't with you, but with the father."

"It doesn't redlly bother me whose fault it was. It was cause and effect.”
"And so you'l be aways cdibate. How enticing.”

"It isn't meant to be, Althene.”

"I'm onfire" said Althene. "All | can think of isclambering up the ivory tower and breaking in the
window."

Rachaegla could fed her heart knocking fast in her throat. It was the brandy. The shock, and the brandy.
Or just exhaustion.

"l want to go home," she said.
"Homeiswherethe heart is"
"My heart isn't anywhere."

"So you have said." Althene nodded at the bar, and agirl came a once with atray, the bill, atired
omnivoroussamile.

CHAPTER 32

MALACH UNLOCKED THE DOOR. After the usual moment he alowed, for the sound of the key was
the equivalent to aknock, he entered Ruth's bedroom. She was sitting up in the blue and green bed, with
the sheet raised over her nightshirt to her collarbone. She had been drawing.



The two dogs pushed through, and went to the bed. Ruth let her drawing go and gave them ahand each
to sniff. She rubbed their long heads. Enki climbed onto the bed and stood there, huge as ahorse, staring
about.

Ruth laughed up at him in pleasure.

The lamplight caught Ruth's treasures on the table, by the books. An gpple of green glass, the gold-plated
razor with which she would have dashed Lorlo Mulley'sthroat, a cheap floral case of cosmetics and
manicure, aporceain duck, agold bell on achain. Under the table lay the leopardskin, rolled up, a
creature not yet become. Oskar walked over to it and growled, as a courtesy.

"Get up," said Mdach, "and come into the room.”

Ruth looked at him intently. She even dept with her hair in plaits.
"Areyou going to kill me after dl?"

"I'm not going to kill you."

He went out, leaving the door open and the dogs in the bedroom.

After two minutes, Ruth came out. She had put on a cotton dressing gown, and belted it tight at thewaist
likealittle girl. Her body wasthat of awoman, but it had dways been. She carried her drawing.

"Do you want to see?
She did not look around at the room.

He took the drawing from her hand. He glanced at it and threw it down on the carpet with some cursein
another language.

"Isthat German?' shesaid.

"Latin. You'rean ignorant bitch. Y ou'll have to be taught.”

"l don't like schoal."

"Tutors" hesad. "You'l learn somehow.”

"1'd get bored."

"If they bore you, well send them away and find you others. It'stheir task not to bore.”

He gtared at her, hisface was tarrible. It wasfull of the murder he had committed, where before murder
had seemed to leave him unmarked.

On the green carpet the black and white drawing lay face up. It showed ahall, combining both aterror of
enclosure and ahorror of wide open space. Vast pillars held up aceiling far above, and their reflections
sank under them asif in water. Before adab of sone awhite-robed man raised high asword. Hishair
aso waswhite, and fdll behind him. The figure wastoo small to require much detall, or any red festures.

"Do you want me to go back into the bedroom?' said Ruth.
"No. Go into that room over there." He pointed.

She crossed the green living room, and opened the door of the room with whitewashed walls.



"Here?'

"Go to the table. Open the | eft-hand drawer.”

"All right.”

She obeyed him, but asif reuctantly.

With her hand on the drawer, shesaid, "What isit?'
"Look and see."

She opened the drawer. Inside was a pile of sketches, some of which had been torn from books. On the
top was awatercolor painting recently done, perhaps afew daysold.

Ruth drew it out.

A wide hal, red, red pillarslarge as houses, holding up amile-high roof, and reflecting in the floor like
monstrous candles. There was no sacrificing priest. Otherwise, it wasthe same.

"Itslikemine"

"And where is yours meant to be?'

"Egypt." Ruth came from the whitewashed room. "Do you want to do the game, now?"
"No. St there"

She sat in the green armchair, her bare feet just reaching the floor.
"Who areyou?' he said.

"I'm Ruth."

"Andwho isRuth?'

"Andwhoam 7’

Shelowered her eyes. "Mdach."

"And whoisMdach?'

Ruth folded her hands.

"My jalor."

"Why?

"I have to be punished.”

"Why?

"I hurt Anna, and the others.”

“Why?



Ruth looked up. Her eyeswere dive and fiery black.

"Leavemedone!" She stood up and screamed at him. "Leave me done! | don't want to. | won't! | want
my dad! | want my daddy! | want—"

Maach laughed. Ruth became silent.

"Y ou break so smply. Y our father's dead.”
"l know," shesaid.

Shecried.

Malach walked into the white room and shut the door, leaving the rest of the flat before her, vadt,
enclosed.

Presently the two dogs came, and pressed againgt her, and Ruth knedled down with them for comfort.

When she had been knedling there, weeping on their coarse fur for afew minutes, Maach returned. He
sat beside her, and held her in hisarms. She did not see hisface, which was old. The dogslay over their
feet, waiting patiently for the enormous pain to pass, like night.

CHAPTER 33

ASTHEY WALKED UP TOWARD THE house from the road, loud tuneful music ran down to meet
them, the Stranglers playing from Camillo'strike. A few colored windows gleamed above like sweetson
the darkness. Electricity burned out of the open door, lighting the trike, its own green-blue-poppy-purple
casement. Lou was Sitting on the velvet seat. She wore a short black dress over long black tights painted
with red roses. Around her neck was aruff of silver wire. Her red hair had been streaked with mauve.
She seemed demure.

Camillo was standing by the horse head, and Tray was on the path below the door.

Tray wore one of her long dresses, 1920s shoes with straps. Her long black hair framed her
pale-powdered face.

"No, you're not coming with me," said Camillo.
Tray inclined her head to one Sde, plaintively.
"Not likethat," said Camillo.

Lou sad, "Comeon, Cami. Let's go."

"l wanted," said Tray.

"I don't want you," said Camillo, "likethat." He got into the saddle of thetrike. ™Y ou look like my

The engine gunned. Thetrike turned effortlessy and soared off down the hill, Lou sitting in the back.

Camillo stared at Rachagla as he passed her, and he grinned contemptuously. Speed, darkness, light,
made him appear about thirty-eight.



Tray went on standing by the door, looking like aflower on abruised stem.
As Althene and Rachael a reached the bottom of the path, Miranda came out of the house.

She appeared, a0, too young, in adim white dress. She had taken to wearing her gray hair loose, and it
fell down her back in thick waves. She touched Tray's shoulder.

"Comein, dear, and watch the film with me."
Tray looked at her shyly, perhaps stupidly.
"There are some chocolates,” said Miranda. "Marzipan ones, and strawberry creams.”

Mirandaled Tray indoors, and when Althene and Rachaglawent into the house in turn, the two
long-skirted women, young and young-old, had disappeared into the white living room wherethe TV
fluttered.

"IsMirandakind?" asked Rachadla "Or playing?'
"Or something else" said Althene. She shut the house doors.
The ail lampswere out and only the dectric light filled the hall.

Rachaelalooked up the airs. Shefdt inert. Asif she had been stretched to some breaking point, and so
broken, and now nothing could be done to her or with her, or expected of her. Safe. Dull. And wide
awake.

"I'm going to the kitchen to make coffee.”

"Yes," sad Althene. "It'sthat sort of night. Then again, inan hour, it will be sunrise.”

"Timeto burrow into our coffins," saild Rachaelatartly.

Sheknew, ironically, shewould find it easier to degp once the sun had come up.

They walked through the side passage of the house, and down into the cream and black tiled kitchen.

The dishwasher was gurgling quietly, and on achair under the mangle, Cheta sat, embroideringingold a
pair of cucumber-green shoes.

"It'sdl right, Cheta," said Althene, "we can manage.”

And Chetagot up and went away.

"How extraordinary,” said Rachagla. "I mean, even if sheld been darning a sock. But shoes—"'
"They were Marids" said Althene. "Do you remember Maria?'

"Of course." Rachadla digested thisdowly. Another gemini of lovers? Chetaleft behind donea Marids
death. And where had the shoes come from?

She took the coffee jug and afilter paper, virtualy her own, for no one else seemed to use them, and set
the contraption to work. Therich deceptive aromaof coffee bloomed in the kitchen.

Althene had sat on the table. She had crossed her legs and the smooth skirt ridden up alittle to show the
slky length of leg. But not far enough to reved the gun.



"I havethe sensation,” said Rachadla, "that | imagined everything. Perhaps not the dinner and the film. But
the other thing."

Althene shrugged lightly, asif dipping agossamer shawl from her shoulders.
"If it makes you happy.”

"It'smade me decide.”

"Oh, what?'

"Tomorrow, I'm going to make arrangementsto leave here. | redlly am finished with it now. | mean, the
Scarabae. No, don't tell methat | can never finish with the Scarabae. That I'll always be part of them. |
know that. But I'm going to make my own way. A flat somewhere. A job. My old unimportant, lazy
exigence. Thisistoo—taxing."

"Y es, coming back to lifeisvery tiring."

"How would you know," said Rachagla. Y ou've dways been wildly dive, havent you?'
"Oneday, I'll tell you."

"One day you won't know where | am."

"The Scarabae can dwaysfind their own. Hadn't you noticed?'

In the jug the coffee glowed. Rachaglatook milk out of the fridge.

"Do you want some, Althene?

"Perhaps. What | redlly want isyou.”

Rachadafelt aplunge of panic. It surprised her, for she was past dll that.
"We discussed this. | said no."

"There was no discussion. You did say no."

Rachadalifted the jug before it was ready and filled a cup. Her heart was thudding against her breast, her
legsfelt heavy. Somewherein her brain tearsweretrying to rise like fish out of deep water.

To her congternation, she heard the silky whisper of Althene's garments as she left the table. Althene
came up behind her, very close. The subtle perfume wrapped around Rachaelalike aveil.

"Onerape per evening isenough,” Rachadasad. "lan'tit?”

"Were you thinking of raping me, then?' Althene asked.

Rachagla put down the coffee. She was frightened, her nerves dight.
"Please don't crowd me."

But Althene's body was against her now, Althene's breasts pressed into her back. And Althene's hands
circled around her cupping her own breasts, covering them, stroking.

Two thrillslike fire shot through Rachadla



Shetried to resst. She pulled away and came about, and Althene caught her again, asif it had been
choreographed.

Althene placed her hand behind Rachaela's head. Althene's mouth came onto hers. The scented taste of
lipstick... Althenekissed her, thelong cool tongue moving in her with a passionate stedlth.

Rachadathought how it had been when Adamus kissed her. Thewhirling and the fall. Thiswas not like
that. Nothing could ever be like that again. She gave up. Gavein.

Shedid not put her arms around Althene, only let Althene move her body as she wanted. A dizzying
arousal saturated Rachagla. She did not care anymore.

When Althene drew back, Rachaelawas angry. She had not wanted it to stop. If it stopped she would
have to think about it again. Then it would be unacceptable, maybe ludicrous.

Althenelooked crud, but still flawless. Not asmudge. Only her lipgtick had vanished away.
"Yes?' shesad. "Or no?'

"I supposeyes”

"Y ou suppose. What anasty virgind little bitch you are.”

"No, then," said Rachadla

"Bequiet." Shetook Rachaglas hand, and they walked from the kitchen.

Out inthe hal Sashawas standing by apillar, asif waiting for them.

She must seeit dl. The bruised ripened mouths, the hands linked, emerald and ruby rings.
Sasha smiled. Nodded.

It was dl madness. Rachadlalaughed.

Altheneled her up the stairs and her legs were so heavy now she could barely makeit, her bresth coming
in gasps.

In the corridor above, Althene pushed her firmly to the wall, and kissed her again. Her large sengitive
hands were insde the neck of the dress. They burned on flesh. Rachaglawas overpowered, capsizing.
Faling after dl.

She had been so long without sex. That was al it was. And Althene was clever, of course.
It was Rachaela's room they came to. Rachaela checked. "Don't you want—"

"Thelittle nun will be hgppier in her own gpartment.”

Rachaela had avision of two nunswrithing together in union in some shadowy place.
"Youll haveto forgive me," shesaid. "'l don't know what to do. | mean, in thissituation.”
Althene had shut the door.

"Take off your dress.”



Rachaela unzipped the dress and dropped it on the floor. She undid her braand let it go, next her pants
and tights, unrolling them from her body without artifice.

Althene watched her nakedness. She said nothing. Instead, more deftly than Rachagla, she undid the blue
slk and thetwo pieces did from her likeawave.

Asusud her underclothes were astonishing. Dark holly-green satin, the high bodice trimmed with dark
green lace, acorset that nipped in her waist, french knickers aso trimmed, the gartered stockings with
their galks of butterflies.

So she cameto Rachaela, and drew Rachaela's nakedness against the glide of fabrics.

Rachaglarubbed hersdlf on these limpid textures. In the middle of lust, she felt a curious comfort. She
buried her facein Althené's neck.

They went to the bed. It was ardlief to lie down. Althene made warm circles on Rachaglas breasts with
her ringers and her tongue. Her black hair mingled with Rachagla's, and al over Rachadlas body her
perfume had anointed, so now they were scented the same.

Altheneraised Rachaglas legs onto her shoulders.

She bowed her head to Rachaglds sex, and the wonderful tongue trembled there like aflame.
"Don't sop," Rachadlasad.

"Jugt for amoment. Now do you want me?"

"es"

Althene kissed Rachael a's mouth. She drew Rachaela's hand steadily along her own belly. Rachagla
reached out to fed the soft mound, the moisture and pliancy, theinverted lily of asexudlity like her own.

I nstead a golden wand was put into her hand. Alchemical. Impossible.

Rachaglathrashed away. Before she knew what she was doing, she had jumped off the mattress. But her
legs gave way. Shefdll on the carpet by the bed.

She could say nothing. She haf lay on the floor. She was shocked asif she had been scalded.

Thetrap—

Althene knedled on the bed, harmfully beautiful and clad in satin and lace. And from the center of her
dender female body there rose the dark tower of male potency. Indeed the body was not femde, it was
possible to seethat now. Slim, depilated, lightly muscled like the physique of agirl who swam and rode
horses, smooth and almost poreless, blessed by sweet fase breasts, by wonderful hair, and afacelike a
jewd. But il it wasaman's body. It had aman's power now, and aman's penis, erect, and demanding.

So that was why—
That waswhy it did not matter.
It would not be two women in asterile embrace.

Sasha, nodding and amiling. ..



"No." Rachadlatried to get up.

"Yes" Althene stepped off the bed. The grace was catlike, wolflike. Not female or male now.
"Yet more lies," said Rachadla. Her voice was hoarse, asif she had been screaming.

"Nolies"

"Yes. You wereawoman.”

"l anawoman. Inaway."

"Y our mother," said Rachaela, "hated you, until she found out—"

"Until shefound out that, dthough | liked to be awoman, | dso liked to make love with women.”

"Chrigt," said Rachagla. She managed to get to her feet. Shefdt sick, sck with loss. "Thisfamily,” she
sad. "'l wishit would sink into fucking hell "

Then Althene came and lifted her up. Althene, aman, picked her up in hisarms—in her ams—and put
her back on the bed without fuss.

"You arethisfamily, Rachadla My beautiful, my lovely one. Lie ill."

Rachadalay ill. Shelooked up into Althene's matchless face. The shock had only made desire worse.
Insde the cage of madness, caught after al in the trap, she wanted the dudity of this fabulous monger,
she wanted Althene.

Althene knew. She eased hersdlf, theroot of her power, into Rachaglas body. Rachaela was so ready,
therewas no difficulty.

For amoment there was the shift of akaeidoscope. The beautiful body and the face of the woman, the
brush of satin, theribs of the corset, and inside the core of her the strength of maleness, hard and pure,
therod of thetree, the tyranny of life. Then the colored panes tumbled over and the pattern was
complete. Not monstrous. Correct.

Shewas miles out of her body. She felt Althene come with her. They were on aspird, turning.
When Rachaela opened her eyes, the picturesin the window were growing clear.
"Well," Rachaglasaid, "you got your way. But the Scarabae dways do.”

Althene drew aside from her. There was no longer visible evidence. Althene was only amarvelous
woman, perhapsalittle pae, not redly disheveled.

"I'll leave you now. So you can brood on what's been done to you."
"l have some cause," Rachadlasaid.

"Therésaways cause," said Althene, "if you must have one.”

She put on her blue silk. She was again as she had been.

And what am [?

"The sun'scoming up,” said Althene. "Y ou'll degp now."



"Good-bye," said Rachadla.

Althene observed her intently. Then she went out of the room, closing the door quietly, asif upona
deeper, or thesick.

CHAPTER 34

THE PIANO ARRIVED IN THE WEEKS BE-fore Christmas. Ruth came from her bedroom, dressed in
jeans and jJumper and her black plaits, and found it on the green carpet.

"Isit yours?"

"No." Mdach stood by the french window. ™Y ours."
"Mine?'

"It'syour birthday."

"Isit?'

She went to the piano and touched off a spray of notes.
"It'sgot aclear sound,” she said.

"es"

"Can| play it?"

"It'syours

Normally, after breakfast, he gave her booksto read. They covered many subjects. In the afternoon,
after she had eaten lunch, sometimes he took her walking. The dogs would go too. They went through
parks and streets, dong heights and wastelands of the river. Now and then they went shopping. At leest,
he took her into shops, and there et her buy what she wanted. She bought tapes of music and
occasiondly books but these were generdly to please him, as though he might be pleased, volumeswith
pictures of ancient civilizations. Or she bought books about animals.

In the shops, the dogs often caused consternation, or admiration. But Enki and Oskar viewed theworld
camly, casudly.

Ruth asked Maach questions. They were the questions perhaps of a child. Where did that bus go to?
Where did that street go? Why were they going this way? He had answers dways. Apparently,
sometimes, helied. Or ese hisreplies were so fundamentd that they seemed unlikely.

Ruth accepted dl he said.
Hewas not mideading, merdy leading.

Today, there were no books. At breakfast she ate one croissant and | eft the rest; she seldom ate more
than one now. Then she went and washed her hands, and came back and sat down at the piano.

There was also sheet music.

Ruth went through a Mozart sonata, and then a Chopin mazurka, and then through someidyllic
Rachmaninov.



Maach sat in one of the chairs.

She stopped, and said to him, "Do | play well?"

"Do you think you do?'

"Yes, quite wdl. Adamustaught me."

"You play like ayoung concert pianist. But sometimes you bluff."

"Yes, hesad that. | try not to."

"No, you don't try."

Ruth thought. She said, "'l will try."

She played atrangposition of a Beethoven concerto; the music sheets were unusual.
When she had finished, she said, "Musiciswonderful

"Music and | have grown gpart,” he said.

"Why?' shesaid. "How?'

"There's been too much.”

Ruth sat at the piano. "Areyou very old?’

"Stop spesking likeasmdl child."

She turned and looked at him. Hewas quiteidle, the two dogslying at hisfest.
"I meant,” she said, "the Scarabae live along time. Will 17"

"You'rethirteen."

"l fed much older."

"Do you. With your hair in plaits and this quaint way of talking." He did not ook at her. "How old do you
fed?"

"Twenty-five. Perhaps more.”
"That's very young. The same asthirteen, maybe."

Ruth laughed. She frequently did this now. She kicked her bare hedls mildly on the legs of the piano
gooal.

"What shdl | play?"
"Whatever you want."
He went out into the garden and the dogs followed him.

Thelilac treeswere stripped and the laurels had darkened and drawn close. A bird was drinking rain
from amossy birdbath. The dogswatched it languidly.



Ruth played agtrain of unearthly Debussy.
Malach, the dogs, the bird, took no notice.

The shops had put on their Christmas masks. Tinsel and silver treeswith scarlet balls. Santasin grottos
bribing howling toddlers, charming white bears and mice in Santa hats costing only five poundswith
purchases of twenty pounds or more.

They had teain astore. Ruth drank the tea but did not want a cake. She seldom ate more than asaad
for her lunch. Food had lessened its grip on her.

She bought chemist items and hid them in a bag, and then ablack velour top with abronze-buttoned
epaul ette on one shoulder. The top cost thirty pounds and as Maach paid for it, they were offered afat
white mouse.

Ruth looked at the mouse. "I had abear once."

"Lovely for thekiddies," said the sledady.

"Which kiddiesarethey?' said Mdach. "Do you want it?"

Ruth took the mouse and stared at it in asort of incredulity.

Malach bought the mouse, which Ruth then carried out of the Store.

On the pavement outside, harassed shoppers ran about in therain. A child in apushchair glared a them.
"Emmanever let me have apushchair,” said Ruth abruptly. "It's bad for the spine.”

The child saw the mouse and pointed and began to cry with aterrible impassioned affront.

The mother looked hel plessly down.

"Oh, dear. Stop it, Harry."

Ruth leaned over and put the mouse into the child'sarms. It clasped the toy fiercely, possessively, and the
crying ceased.

"Oh, no—" said the woman, blushing. "No, redly.”

Ruth said, "I'm too old for it."

"No, but—he mustn't—I mean—"

"It'sgood," said Mdach, "to learn that if you cry out you may be answered.”
"Pardon?' said the woman.

"Please keep the toy,” said Madach.

They walked on.

"That was clever, Ruth."

"Wasit? Why wasit?"



"Some things belong to some people by right. A gift. A caress. Or even degath.”
"Yes" shesad.

"But you must learn which. Y ou mustn't bluff."

"Madach," shesad.

"What isit?"

"l wish I'd kept the mouse.”

"No you don't."

"l do."

Enki pushed his head up under her hand.

"Enki isyour mouse."

Ruth laughed.

Inthe park, asthey crossed it, the sun came out in daggers.
"Look a thesun," said Mdach. "Oneday it will go out.”
"Not yet?'

"Y ou know not yet."

"You don't mind the sun," said Ruth.

"How do you know?"

"They used to hide fromit, a the house."

"They were more vulnerable, Ruth, than you or |."

"What do you mean?"

"We draw our persond darkness around usto keep us safe from the sun.”

They werein the middle of the park, under the hill. The bare trees rose bravely againgt afuture of gaes
and snow. Now alight glinted on their wetness, optimistic, clean. Far off, the city showed in riven lines,
the streets and peaks, the high roofs that the day turned suddenly to gold and brass.

Madach turned. He climbed atree, with the ease of a cat. The dogs Stared, and Enki barked, but only

once.

Malach swung from the high branches, and dropped back in ashower of rain.
Hisface was young. Ruth gazed at him. She said, "Areyou going to leave me?”’
"I'm going to take you away."
"Where?'



"Another country.”
"Where?'
"Sngand wait."
What?"

"An Assyrian poem. | must do with my lifewhat | can. | must do as| must. | must love and be and kill.
Singandwait."

"Whét doesit mean?'

"Wheat do your questions mean,” he said, "child in plaits?’
"It means | don't understand.”

"Don't you."

Ruth congdered. "Will | have to be punished again?'

"Y ou must be taught.”

"Will you be there?"

"es"

"Why?' shesad.

Helooked down at her. The sun was behind him, and turned the mane of his hair into afire, darkened his
face, so hiseyes were the color of ashes.

"Youandl," hesad. "Thesame"
Shewasflattered. She amiled.
"Arewe?"'

They walked up the hill, and the dogs raced ahead of them. A couple coming from the opposite direction
halted in fright. Oskar and Enki darted to either Side and were away into the nude green chestnuts.

She asked him: "Will we have Chrigmas?' He did not reply, for once. Ruth said. "Emmaadways had it.
Mommy... Rachadadidn't.”

"You'rea Chrigtian, then,” he said, "that you want to celebrate Christmas.”
Ruth shook her head. "'l don't believein Jesus.”

"Helived," sad Mdach.

"The Scarabae don't have Christmas,” she decided.

That was the day they went to the museum.

They walked between the sand-polished stones, the gods with beast heads, and the pharoahs with the
faces of wise girls. In the back rooms, into which they were secre-lively let, ancient things crouched in



casesor lay about on tables, shining in the bright light.

"Hereisan image of Sekmet,” Maach" said. The goddess stood on a shelf, dark as cod, her lion head
inscribed with whiskers that made her seem playful. " Sekmet, Power of Battle. She killed without mercy
and drank the blood. Only another god could hold her back."

"How did hedo it?'

"He gave her something she thought was blood, but it made her drunk instead.”
"Then what happened?'

"' She became gentle and clever.”

Ruth scrutinized Sekmet.

There were cartouches of gold, and one set with lapislazuli. Madach indicated small statues, naming them
indolently. Once he said, "And thisiswrongly labeled.” He did not say what the label should read.

There was agreat goddess or queen by adoor. He put hisfingersto her lips.
Ruth frowned jedoudly.
In the Roman section they passed the busts of genera's, golden cups, and jugs of opaque greenish glass.

"At Luperca they looked for werewolves" Maach said. "If they found them, they sent them into the
forest. Seethishead from Germany. It'sgrinning.”

There was aroom of open books under glass.
"If you look long enough,” he said, "the pictureswill move."

Ruth stared at the medieval patterns on the books. They moved. Thefisher drew up afish, abird flew
across a page.

“Why?

"A trick of the eyes. Thisglove," he said, "belonged to a captain of mercenaries. Look at the
embroidered key. The mark of some lord who wanted to own him."

It was dark when they came back. They traveled by bus, aform of transport Malach seemed to favor
when they did not walk.

Asthey entered the basement flat, the two dogs barked resonantly.
Ruth embraced them.

Malach went into the living room, stood by the window. Ruth switched on the lamps. The dogstrotted to
Madach. He touched them absently.

"Arethe bars on the windows," Ruth said, "because of me?"
"No. To keep out burglars. ThisisLondon."

"Thelong window," shesad.



"Bullet-proof," he said.

"Will we go out?" she asked. Often, now, they went to the restaurant for dinner.
"Wait," hesad.

Ruth waited. Then she said, "Whet for?"

"Y ou ask thewrong questions,” he said. "Y ou ask about stupid little things. Y ou've been starved of
answers”

llYall
"Ruth," he said. Then, after apause, again, "Ruth.”
"What isit?'

" want," he said. He stopped. He put both hands on the glass. The silver rings on hisleft hand burned.
They werelike the rings from Egypt and ancient Italy and France in 1403.

Ruth fdt afraid. It was an old fear, and she knew it.
"What?' shesad.

Malach grunted. It was astrange sound, coming from him asif he had been punched. Nothing could hurt
him or get a him. He was too quick, too old. But now, something did.

Hetook hisleft hand, and covered the left Sde of hisface, dowly.
"What isit?' said Ruth.

Malach shouted. Without words.

He spun around. His body whipped backward. The hand over hisface had formed afist of burning rings.
Ruth became very small. She seemed to shrink.

Maach's agony filled up the room.

The dogs dropped on their bdlies, whining.

"Eyes," Mdach said.

Ruth had achild'sface now. A face she had perhaps never had before.
What?"

"lce" hesaid. "lce."

Hisright eye was open, staring asif blind. He came across the room, and past her, past the two dogs. He
walked into the second bedroom, the spare sparse place where he dept. He kept hisleft fist pressed
over hisleft eye.

"What isit?" Ruth said again.

"Megrim," hesad. "Crier en has."



He dammed the door suddenly so the whole flat shook.
Inside there was a second crash, asif he had thrown himself against the wall.

Ruth crept dowly to the door. She listened. She heard him say loudly: " In umbra erat aqua—in umbra
erat aqua de petra... quasi sanguis ex Christo—"

Ruth thought stilly by the door. Was thisamigraine? Once at school she had heard of them.

Migraine. Half-head. A severe headache on one side of the skull. Perhaps dueto an injury, ablow, or
digtortion in the vertebrae of the neck...

lce. He had said that, ice.

The dogswere silent and dmost as motionless asthe furniture. Only Enki raised his nose and looked at
Ruth, and when she moved, he wagged histail, once, twice.

She waked into the kitchen and opened the ice-making section of the fridge. She put her hand on to the
ice. Theice would not come away.

Ruth sobbed. Like the movement of the dog'stail. Once, twice.
Sheléeft her hand ontheice.

Her heart wasracing. Shewasfull of lights. She felt Maach's pain, a sharp instrument pressed through
hisskull, hiseye.

Malach.

She squeezed her hand down on theice.

It hurt terribly, asort of burn. Likethe rings—

"Don't," said Ruth.

She started to cry from the pain of theice on her right hand. It gnawed &, ate at her.

Shefet hersdf growing weightless and quiet inside the shell of anguish, his, hers. Wait, he had said.
Ruth waited. She waited fifteen minutes by the kitchen clock which worked.

By then she had completely turned to ice. The core of her, her groin, her breasts. Her stomach, heart.
Then shetook her hand out of the fridge and walked from the kitchen and back acrossthe living room.
She opened the door of Maach's deeping place.

She seemed very tall, and to be floating in the air. She saw the chamber with its bare plastered walls, the
bed, and Mdach lying onit. Hewasrigidly immobile. He said, " Quod natura relinquit imperfectum—"

Ruth crossed the carpet, floating, and stood above him. Her plaits had somehow come undone, and
black hair showered over her.

Shetook hold of hisleft hand and pulled it away from hisface.

There was no mark on him. Hisface was only hard, clenched, astone. He did not resst her. Hesaid, " U



doet me pijn."
Ruth put her right hand, frozen, againgt hisleft eye, forehead and temple.
Malach screamed. Hiswhole body erupted into motion.

Ruth, too, cried out. She clamped her frozen hand against him. She forced her hand to remain on his
face, which was like furnace hesat.

The world seemed to crack.

Then she fdt ahurt worse than before. The pain in him had come into her. Into her hand. She kindled.
Shewasonfire.

Then it went out.

Shefdt bruised, perhaps smashed, but she sat on the bed. A band of flame il circled her right writ. It
was Maach's hand. Hewas looking at her.

His eyes were s0 pale they were nearly white;.

Hesaid, "What did you do?'

"You sad—ice"

Hesad, hoarsdly, "Y ou can hed aswell asharm.”

"No, it wastheice"

"Onceinahundred years," hesad, "it comeslikethat."

"Isit better?' shesad. "Areyou al right?' She Sarted to cry.

"It'sgone. You took it. What did you do with it?' He lifted her hand and turned it over. Her pam and
fingerswere burned blue, and bleeding. "Y our hand," he said, "your pianist's hand." He put both of his
own hands over hers.

It hurt like fire again. Ruth did not mind it. "Don't leave me" she said.

"At the gates of the abyss" he said, "there you are. Ruth in her black hair." He kept her hand in his|eft
hand, and reached up to her and pulled her dowly down.

Shelay over him, her lipson his. He kissed her softly.

"You'reachild," hesad.

"I'mthirteen."

"Tooyoung," hesad. "If you werefifty. TOO young."

"No, I'm not young."

"No, you're not. But thisis." He passed his hands, both of them, over her body and her hair.

Ruth began to kiss him. She kissed his mouth until his mouth tensed and changed and took hers. She put
her arms around his neck, her live hand and her dead hand. Then she drew back. She lifted off her



jumper like awreath, and reaching behind her, clumsy from the burn of theice, undid her brassere.
Her white breastswere full yet high, firm, with budded points.

"Don't seduce me," he said.

"Please" shesad.

Thetearswere on her face like splashed gems. Her eyes were wide and black and crazed with life.
Malach traced her breasts with his hands, then with hislips.

"Old men," he said, "and young girls”

"How old," shesad, "how old areyou?"

"l remember the pyramids.”

Ruth sighed. She clagped his head, the mantle of white hair, holding him to her.

But he held her away. "1 lied."

"No," Ruth said. "Y ou told the truth."

Helowered her down, until she was beneath him. Then he stripped both of them, until they were equaly
naked.

His body was tawny and herswhite. The hair at his groin was like the ice which had burned her. She
stared at him, at the weapon of his sex. She turned her head not to see.

"No," hesad. "Look a me."

He stroked her. She clung to him. The entry of hisflesh into herswas harsh and savage.
"Y ou're hurting me."

"es"

"l don't mind it. | want to die. | want to die for you."

He kissed her, moving inside her, the pain like a cathedral built up toward heaven, arches and pinnacles,
bronzeand air.

Sheturned her neck. "Drink my blood Please. | want you to."
"Hush," hesad.
"l loveyou," shesad, "don't leave me. | loveyou."

He cried out, as he had in pain. She looked and saw his eyes, and in the depths of them, asif in polished
mirrors, the ages of the earth, truth or lies, fire and darkness.

CHAPTER 35

NOBBI MOVED THROUGH THE SAGE AND gold door of Vittorias and glanced about uneesily. It
was aquarter to twelve, but the lunchtime drinkers had aready assembled. He had seen plenty of them



before, but they might not remember him. Mr. Glasss|ads.

Lukewas over by the waled poal, at the little secluded table under the yuccatree. Heraised hishand. It
was tanned and manicured with aplain slver wedding ring.

Nobbi, uncomfortablein his suit, went down the tessellated steps and through the wine bar toward him.

Vittoriadswasin dark green, with black glass and spatlights. Tall ferns massed in tubs and stone
goddesses rose from the shrubbery. The pool waswalled in Y ork stone, with boulders carved from
Derbyshire, over which tumbled asmdl crystd fountain. Golden fish sprang through the water.

On Luke'stable was abriefcase, and agreen dish with tiny strips of liver. He had been feeding the
Venussflytrapintheurn.

Lukeworeaslvery gray suit, amilk-blue shirt and atielike apae blush. He smiled aregular white smile
of which three teeth were capped, but no one need ever know but L uke's expensive dentist.

"Hi, Nobbi. Good to see you. How are things?

Luke spoke well. His north London durs had beer ironed out, about the time the teeth were knocked out
ol hismouth in Hammeramith.

"I'm okay. It'sjust thething | spoke to Mr. Glass about.”

"Right. Well, let'sget adrink, shal we?" A girl came at once, maybe amindreader. "What'll you have.
Nobbi?'

"Any beer?" asked Nobbi, without much hope.

The girl mentioned some names that sounded like trouble spotsin the news. Nobbi shook hishead. He
racked his brains, which were busy el sawhere. What was that wine Star gave him? That was dl right. But
no namewould come.

"Just bring us," said Luke buoyantly, "some champagne. Y ou know the one.”

Champagne. Did that mean it was good news? Nobbi could tell, Luke had had asniff of something,
maybe in the back of the taxi, or the gents. He was bright and dert. One of Mr. Glasss star boys.

Someone like this, obvioudy unwed, and a bit younger, for Tracy. Y es, that would be okay. Inthe
Corporation. Look after her. Make her happy. But not auser. Nobbi did not like the idea of Tray witha
husband who snorted coke, even if only as an occasond stimulant.

"How's business?' asked Luke, asif heredly cared.
"That'sfine. Everything'sfine. Apart from Tracy."

"Yes, sure. They'reaworry, aren't they, girls. My kid's only three, but she dready gives me deepless
nights"

"You see" said Nobbi, battling on, "she's gone off before, like | told Mr. Glass. But never so bloody
long. Not aword off of her. Nothing."

"Pretty girl," said Luke, "your Tracy."
"Yes, she'slovely,” said Nobbi. "That's the trouble. These bloody blokes take afancy to her and then



they drop her, and there sheis, in some bother."
"You're apessmist, Nobbi."

"No, | ain't, but I've seen what happened before. And even Marilyn, now she's started. It was Christmas.
It redly got her down. Tray never even sent acard. She's always been with us, Christmas."

"Well. Maybe thisis something specia, Nobbi."

"Isit?" Nobbi stared L uke out, and Luke lowered his gentlemanly eyes.

"Hold on, old man. Heré's our wine."

The girl had come, with aboy to open the dark green bottle, which wasfirst displayed to Luke.
The cork came out with arich pop.

"No, | won't tagteit, it'll bejust fine. Just pour, and leave the bottle.”

Thegirl and boy went away.

Luke sipped his champagne.

"Exactly what | needed. Only flew in from New Y ork this morning. And came straight from the airport
here”

"Good of you," Nobbi muttered.
"Mr. Glasswas very particular. He appreciates you, Nobbi. Y ou've done some good work."

Nobbi recaled druptly the very firg job. The patched up wall with something behind it. Working at four
in the morning, plastering to the rays of battery lamps. Ask no questions.

"And Mr. Glass" said Luke, "wanted meto see you, explain things.”

"Look," said Nobbi, "I just want to know where sheis. My girl. That'sall. And | know Mr. Glass, with
his contacts, he can—"

"Oh, yes, he can, Nobbi. Now go on. Take adrink. It'sterrific stuff.”

Nobbi looked at the champagne. He raised the glass and had amouthful. Like sour fruit juice with
Andrewsinit. Star would have liked it, though. She had taste. Hewas just apig.

"Lovey," said Nobbi.

"That's good. Drink up. We can have another bottle.”

"Maybe," said Nobbi, "you're going to tell me they ain't been ableto find her."
"Tracy? Oh no, Nobbi. No. We know where sheis."

"Thank Christ for that."

"And she's absolutely fine, Nobbi."

"Where?'



"Ah, yes. Wdll, Nobbi. That's the problem.”

Nobbi put down the laxative wine and set hisfists on the table. He felt overdressed, histie agarrote, and
his wai stband pressing. He was hot under the spotlights, and outside the ferns and gilded glassthe redlity
of January murk lay on the Sireet.

"Look, | don't want to offend no one. But | don't want no bloody nonsense. | asked Mr. Glassif he
would find my Tray, and now | want to know—"

"Y ou see, Nobbi, old man. Tracy iswith someone abit special. And we can't interfere. Mr. Glass
wouldn't likeit."

"Whothehdl isit?'

"Some people. Just... some people. Very important people. Mr. Glass wouldn't want to upset them.
And with the best intentionsin the world, you busting in there—"

"You bet I'd bust in there." Nobbi was red and sweeting. He leaned forward over the champagne
glasses, theliver. "What do | haveto do to get you to cough it up?’

"Now, Nobbi. Cam down. Thisisn't going to help. We don't want a scene.”

"Y ou know what | want, you Brylcreemed cretin.”

Luke frowned with his entire face. Then smoothed the frown away. He was good with aniron.
"I'll forget you said that, Nobbi. Y ou're tense. Have adrink."

"| don't want no drink."

"Haveadrink and pull yoursdf together.”

Nobbi sat back suddenly. He lost his redness.

"I'm sorry. | never ought to have said that.”

"Forget it, Nobbi. Y ou're under stress.”

Nobbi drained the champagne. He watched L ukefill up hisglassagain.

A tal dimwoman with sculpted hair and dangling earrings came across the room and stood over their
table.

"Everything dl right, Luke?'

"Sure, Stephanie.”

"Would you like some company? I've got two girlswho'd love to meet you."
"That's okay, Stephanie. Not right now."

"Ciao," said Stephanie, and drifted away.

Nobbi felt rough. The champagne had turned his ssomach, and he should never have spoken like that to
this ponced-up bugger.



L uke seemed to bear no grudge.
He said, soothingly, "Y oull just haveto be patient alittle longer, Nobbi. That'sdl it needs.”
"l don't seewhy,” Nobbi said.

Lukefinished another glass of champagne. He haf turned his head, and the girl and boy began to get out
another bottle.

"Did you happen to hear,” said Luke, "about that accident over the river? Mulley's operation.”
"Mulley's... Yegh. Gasmain, weren't it?"

"No, Nobbi. It wasn't. And you remember Chas? Arms didocated and lungs full of lemonade.”
"Mr. Glass can't be happy about that."

"Mr. Glass believesthat, in this casg, it's better to turn ablind eye."

Nobbi absorbed this. He felt sore, asif he had been kicked. The world wasfull of shit. And shewas only
little.

"Y ou mean some cunt blew up Mulley's place and this same cunt's got my bleeding daughter?'
The second champagne came.

They waited while the bottle was displayed and the cork popped and the wine poured, and the boy and
girl left them.

"l don't want none of this."
"No. All right, Nobbi. Just take it easy.”
"Youtakeit easy. You fucking tell mewhat you mean.”

"Tracy is perfectly safe. But yes, substantialy. The same people. They're—strong. Mr. Glasswon't touch
them. That'sdl thereistoit, Nobbi." Luke stared Nobbi out now. Luke's eyes were like brown marbles,
faintly flecked with wine and cocaine. "Got to accept it, I'm afraid. Nothing we can do. Not athing.”

"My Chrigt," said Nobbi.
Luke leaned back. He wanted to be kind now.

"Mr. Glassredlizesthis has been a strain. He suggested you took a bresk. Take the wife on alittle
holiday. Thevillaat Matasfree, or theres Corfu if you fancy—"

"No," said Nobbi.

"All expenses paid, Nobhbi. Fly executive class. Marilyn would loveit."
"Yeah," said Nobbi. "I'l think about it."

His heart pounded like lead.

"But you do understand, don't you, Nobbi? 1 mean, Mr. Glasswouldn't likeit if you hadn't understood.”



"] understand.”

"That's good, Nobbi."

Nobbi drank the poison in his glass. Luke smiled on him. Nobbi was agood man.
"How about some oysters, Nobbi?*

It was deeting, and Marilyn was at the hairdresser's, with Jason. In the lounge Van Gogh's Sunflowers
eyed Nobbi maevolently.

He went out into the garden, into the dest.

On one side of the swimming pool, covered now, arock garden full of gnomesfilled him with a sense of
al futility. Hewaked over and let himsdlf into hisoffice.

The stuffed lion sat on his desk. It |looked reproachful.

"Bloody usdess," said Nobbi.

Hetook out one of his cigars and stood gazing &t it.

They knew. They knew and they would not say. And he had to buckle under. Because he was helpless.
He sat down at the desk, and he thought back to that day she had phoned him. "Where are you?'
"London. Just wanted to talk to you... He'sfamous. Don't nag."

Some bloody rock singer. Some weird place. In London. London.

The conversation had been doubly frustrating too, because an ice-cream van had been there, gurning
outside the box.

Nobbi stiffened. He put down the cigar and pointed at the lion. " Christ."

How could he have forgotten that? The van playing that tune so loud he could barely hear what Tray said
to him. And it was an outlandish tune. Some classcd stuff, he thought. If only he could remember how it
went—

Nobhbi got up again, and walked round the room, trying, trying-He could hesr it, just upstairsin hisbrain,
just too far away to makeit out.

Nobbi struggled, and hisblood roared in his ears, so he could not hear thetune at al.

The deet dashed at Stella's windows. She had drawn the curtains, arestful light brown with green leaves.
There was awonderful smell of roasting beef, dowly cooked since morning until it had the consistency of
butter.

They went into the bedroom to make love.
Nobbi put hishand on Star'swarm thigh. "I'm sorry, love."
"Am | doing something wrong?"

"What you're doing'slovely. But | just—can't keep my mind on it. It'sworrying about her, you see.”



"Oh, Nobbi, poor Nobbi."

They sat in the main room while the joint cooked, and held hands. He was glad to be near her, shewas
restful. Quiet.

In the background faint music played. Something classicdl, but not the right one.
"It'sthisbleeding tune. If | wasto get it, I'd hum it to you. You'd know it, Star.”
"l might not."

"Yesyou would. I've heard it mysdf. Don't know where."

They ate dinner, the roast beef with creamed potatoes, Y orkshire pudding as good asthe Old Girl's,
steamed celery, garden peas, and fried mushrooms. Nobbi liked the food but he did not eat very much.
Star gave him beer.

They went to bed early and lay in the dark, pressed close.

In the middle of the night, Star woke up. She woke because Nobbi was sitting bolt upright in the bed.
"What isit?' Shewasfrightened.

"l gotit," hesad. "Star—ligten—"

Star listened as Nobbi growled out the tune he had heard the ice-cream van play behind Tray's
welghtless voice, the unsuitable meody of that long hot summer.

"Areyou sure?’ said Star.

"Y eah—that'sit. | know that'sit.”

"It s;ems odd—"

"Do you know it?"

"Yes. It's The Thieving Magpie' Rossni."
Nobbi swore, uncomprehending, triumphant.

"They al havetheir own areas,” Nobbi said. "D'you see?| can get acouple of my own boysontoit. |
can find her, now." ¢

HAPTER 36

IF SHE CONCENTRATED, SHE COULD hear him playing.

Far below.

Below even the stairs, somewhere down in the dark under her heart.

But thiswas not Adamus. It wasKel, Michad'slover. It was possibleto tdll, anyway, that the musician
was not the same. There was none of Adamus's violence, or breadth. Rachmaninov, she thought. Song
without words. How apt.

Rachaglawalked off the staircase and into the white and gold drawing room. Premonitions of sunset



soaked the windows. It was so early. The long winter-January night would soon be here.

Up in the tarot window, the knight knelt before his burning tower. The colors reflected in the scratched
table which said Good-bye.

No one dsewasin theroom. The televison was off.

The other windows, roses, palaces, flamed softly.

/ said I'd go away. Over and over I've said it. And here | am.
Rachaela sat down at the table, and put her hands on the scratches.
Somewhere in the house, probably, was Althene.

Usudly, once aday, Rachaelaand Althene would meet each other. If a no other time, in the evening, at
the hour of dining. At Christmas there had been acomplex dinner. Everyone had sat through it, Camillo
also, with Lou. Tray had been aong the table, next to Miranda. She had worn one of Miranda's dresses,
presumably alittle taken in. Tray's tan had faded to white, where Lou's had turned adire obdurate
yelow.

And Althene. At Christmas Althene had worn asilver dress. Rachagla had never seen asilver dress
before which did not look vulgar, unpleasant. But Althene's dress was exquisite, like something from a
descriptionin afairy book... thesilver of moonlight on waves, something like thet.

Althene was trapped here, too. She must be waiting for Malach. Or some order from Malach.

Shedid not seem to find the Situation uncomfortable. She was level and polite. Her eyes never rested on
Rachada. There was the palest whiff of arrogance, which might be the cloak of embarrassment, anger, or
contempt.

And 1.

Rachadlatried to examine hersdf frankly. She went about the house, or walked on the common,
conscioudy avoiding Althene where possible—Oh, she has gone out, | must not; Ah, sheisin thewhite
room, | will not go down. Such things. And when they chanced to pass, greeting each other quietly,
soullesdy, asting like an dectric shock.

Rachaglathought, I'm like some silly schoolgirl with a crush on the prefect.

She dreamed about Althene. Some nights, some days when she dept, the dreams went on and on, until
she would force hersdlf awake, exhausted.

The dreamswererardy sexua. Generally Rachaglawaslost. She would search for Althenein enormous
frightened pain. Occasiondly she would glimpse her, but dways unavailably, in the carriage of arushing
train, on the roof of some high building without steps.

Then again, there was adream in which Althene and she waked together through some amorphous
place. Althene talked to her in alanguage Rachaela could not fathom, perhaps medieva French—but
what did that matter? The analogy was clear enough.

Twice, an erotic dream. In one, Althene wore the fabulous lingerie, not green but black, and Lou's black
wedding veil of long ago. In the other, Althene had pulled the sheet up over her body. "Don't look." And
Rachadla pulled the sheet away and woke up. Neither was satisfying, but left her eectrified, aroused.



One night, Rachagla had drunk alot of wine before and during dinner. She wanted to follow Althene out
of the room and take hold of her, her hand or waist. After all, Rachaglawas the same. She was not
pregnant. She thought, crudely, perhaps Althene was not particularly potent, for she was surely more
woman than man.

But Rachadladid not follow Althene.
Althene, for dl shewasawoman, wasaso mae.

And sometimes Rachaela only dreamed of her, not knowing what she dreamed, waking up with the
memory of adark glistening whed which had turned forever through the daylight deep.

And once she had imagined hersdf in Althene's lingerie. Would they resemble each other even more?
Rachaela had seen Althene today, from her window, waking on the common in the black skin coat.
What skin wasit? Dyed human, maybe, like the bone handle of the gun.

Therewas anoise. Rachadajumped horrificaly.

It was the telephone. The tdlephone was ringing.

Stupidly, Rachadla sat looking at it, waiting for someone, Michad or Cheta, to come and answe it.
No one came, and the phone rang on.

Rachaela got up, and went to raise the receiver.

"Isthat you, Gladys?' asked aquavering voice.

"No... Thisian't Gladys."

"Isshe there?'

"I'm afraid you have awrong number."

"Oh, dear. It'sme eyes. I'm sorry, dear.”

"No trouble," said Rachaela.

She replaced the receiver dowly. Even the Scarabae were not immuneto callsdiaed in error.

But shewas trembling. Shefdt sck. What wasit? Fear? Why?

She sat down in achair and shut her eyes. And, after amoment, steps crossed the room very lightly. As
the firm cool hand touched the back of her neck, she smelled the unique perfume, cinnamon, shadow.

Thefingersrubbed at the base of her skull, briskly. Rachaglarelaxed.

"It made me jump, the phone," said Rachaela, foolishly.

"Aningrument of evil," said Althene sardonicaly. " Bad news and sorrow.”
"Yes, pure primitive fear. Absurd.”

"Y ou're better now."



"l think s0. Thank you."
The hand left her done.

Althene stood away, shimmering darkness. Water drops glittered on her hair. The windows had faded to
copper.

"It'sraning.”
"At leadt, not frogs," said Althene.

"When | wasachild | thought it rained cats and dogs," Rachadlasaid. Shefelt numb and at the sametime
desperate. "My mother used to shout at me. She thought | wastrying to be cute. A proper child. But |
wasredly ausdesschild. | dwaysfdt salf-consciousin that ridiculous smal body."

"Ah, yes" said Althene. She looked out into the hall. Longing to get away?

"Don't let me keep you," said Rachadla.

"I'm quite expensive,” said Althene. "Do you think you could afford it?"

"l think sexud jokes are going to fdl rather flat," said Rachadla. Then, "'l gpologize.”

Althene took off the coat and dropped it on awhite sofa, like a dead snake. She wore gray, anun's
color, and had masked her eyesin smoke. But her lipswere rubies.

"Let'sdrink some of Eric'sbrandy,” said Althene.

She went to the ova silver tray and lifted up one of the cut-glass decanters.

Rachagla sat ill, obedient.

Althene handed her the black drink. It was bitter and burned like gall, whatever gall was.

"My mother's name," Rachagla said, "was Janet. Janet Smith. It's ordinary enough she may have
contrived it."

"And how did she pick your name?"

"l think... he must have suggested it. God knows why shelet him. Why she did what he said.”

"Why did anyone do what Adarnus said?'

"He mesmerized usdl. My mother, mysdf. Ruth.”

"I never met Adamus," Althene said, "athough, of course, | knew of him."

"If the Scarabee live so long," said Rachaela, "why do they commit suicide—how canthey besure...”
"Vampiric resurrection,” said Althene, "isthat what you infer?"

"l don't know what | infer "

"Arewedill talking about Adamus?'

"Camillo," said Rachadla suddenly. "He's dtered. Heisn't just an old man wearing boy's clothes.



Sometimes he looks—he looks too young." Althene did not answer. Rachaglasaid, "And Mirandas hair.
Isshe coloring it?!

"I doubt it."

"Then Mirandas hair—" Rachagla stopped.

They sat in sllence, and the golden clock, which ran, ticked softly. Time, passing. Perhaps.
"Althene," Rachagla said, "nothing's happened to me. I'm not pregnant.”

" Tiswe goed."

"I mean, Althene, | believed perhaps| was meant to be."

Althene shrugged.

"I mean," Rachaglasaid, "that wasthe plan the last time. | was used. Just like my mother."
"Yes, you were used.”

"I don't want to be used again.”

"Inwhat senseam | to have used you?' Althene said. "By trying to impregnate you with rabid Scarabae
seed? Or by masguerading as one thing and being another?!

"It isn't amasguerade, | redize that. But a deception. To make me think | was safe with you and then—"
"And then," said Althene.

Shefinished her brandy and walked across the room, the coat trailing from her hand.

Rachaglastood up. She said ironicaly, "Can | have offended you?'

Altheneturned. She smiled, from aheight.

"Why not persevere? Perhgps you will manageit.”

Rachagla cameto dinner in the olive dresswith acoil of slver around her throat. Shefelt slly, anxious,
fraught, and proud—yes, that was the word. Like awoman from anovel setin 1890.

She watched the others carefully.

Eric. Old and gtraight, ringed, in his brushed dinner clothes. And Sasha, her iron hair pinned up, in plum
velvet. Tray camein with Miranda. « Mother and daughter? No, grandmother and grandchild, for Tray
had started to call her Nan-Nan. Tray was now aLily Burne-Jonesin her dark sequined frock. She wore
pale makeup and dark eyes, but no lipstick or blusher. And Miranda. 1950s dress and hair down her
back. The gray had mixed into some other color. Prune-color hair. Like black hair graying, but... the
other way around.

Did Miranda's face look young? It did. Deep lines by the mouth and between the eyes. The marks of a
thin woman of fifty-four or -five. But she had |ooked eighty, ninety, Miranda. Once.

Camillo did not comein, or Lou. Off to another gig, intherain.

She won't come. The Scarabae game.



Adamus. With her for anight. Finned like abutterfly, impaed on the vampire stake of the burning phallus.
And then he hid himsdlf in histower, which later burned infire.

Althene cameinin ascarlet dress.

Rachadlafelt the blood rush into her face and throat.
Burning...

They sat down and ate the meal. Something. What wasit?

Rachaglathought of the seagull they had eaten at the other house, before. Sufficient unto themsalves,
locked in time. But events had smashed open the glass case, and out they flew.

Wasit the shock which made them dter? Kill, or cure.
After dinner they went into the drawing room and put avideo onthe TV.
Eric said to Althene, "This actor looks like Maach. Don't you think so?"

"Perhaps,” said Althene. She was Sitting in an armchair. On one of her fingerswas aring of twisted gold.
Sheturned it absently.

Rachaela reached across and touched the ring.

"It'sold," said Althene. "A prince woreit in fifteenth-century Itay."
"Yes" Rachadasaid.

"Then it was tolen."

"By you."

Althenesmiled. "No."

"If you tell meit wasyou, I'll probably accept what you say.”
"How unwise"

Eric sad, "Shhh. These films need concentration.”

After ten minutes more, Althene got up quietly and went out. Sashaand Eric did not react. Mirandaand
Tray also sat staring at the screen, abox of chocolate-covered truffles between them.

Rachaglawent after Althene, out into the hall.

Theail lampsweredight.

"Yes?' Althene said, turning to look at her.

Rachadlawaked acrossthe hall, until she was near to Althene's sdlamander redness.
"If it'sagame, | don't want to go on playing,” Rachaelasaid.

"Oritisntagame.”

"Your dress," said Rachada
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"Bloodred. The Scarabae betrotha color.”

"Betrothal and marriage.”

"Why?' said Rachadla

"I happen to own ared dress.”

"If you want meto," Rachaglasaid, "I'll go up with you. To your room. No more protests.”
"Redlly? No more? But I'm aman who isawoman. Which do you want?"

"l don't know," said Rachadla. "'l want you."

"Ah." Altheneleaned back on the bannister. "But now, I'm not convinced."

"They get young again," said Rachaela, "don't they?"

"Dothey?'

"Will it happen to me?"

"I'venoidea”

"I need," Rachagla heditated. "I can't go on with it. Something's dready happened to me. | can't—you're
the only one—"

"Not at all. There are many Scarabae.”
"I don't want to be bred from."

Althene said, "Y ou wouldn't be safe with me. There are things we can do to avoid it. If you want. But I'm
as dangerousto you that way as Adamus. Y ou had better understand.”

"| fed asif," Rachaglasaid, "my body werefull of doors, standing open. And my mind. I can't cope with
it. | can't even run away."

"All right. Not here. Y oulll upset them if they come out.”

Althene held out her hand. Rachaglatook it. They went up the stairs, up and up, to the room of
peacocks.

In the room the light was darkest gold.

Rachadaturned hersdf into Althene's body and |ooked into her face.
"Do you want me," said Althene, "to wipethe lipstick off?"

"No. | likeit. My mother never kissed me."

"I'm not your mother."

Through the scented sheath of garments, educated now, Rachadlafelt the restrained hardness of
Althene's second slf, as Althene's lips came down to hers.



On the bed, Althene wrapped Rachadl's nakedness in the gilded shawl. Althene's kisses and tongue came
through the eydlets.

"Isthiswhat you want? And this..."

Rachaglapulled on Althene's body. "All of you."

"But then how can |—"

"I don't care. All of you. Now, now."

Love me and |leave me, Rachagla thought.

"Yes, I'll leaveyou," Althene murmured, "but I'll come back.”

Back from where, from history, from the night? Rachaelas orgasm was long and sad, sweeping like the
seq, and full of tears. Something beautiful, held her through the spasms of ocean, through the storm.

Althene withdrew from her gently. "The Roman method.”

Rachaglathought of their kind by night, flying over deserts and the snow. Althene came silently and
fiercely againg her.

Life and death, day and darkness.

"I want to deep with you," said Rachaela.

"Seep then," Althene said, like amagician. And Rachagladept.
CHAPTER 37

THROUGH THE WOLF-BROWN DAY, BE-tween theiron cities, they rode out of the north. It was
February, month of the Luperca, and none of them knew it. They were akind of black cloud roaring
over the landscape. Over the wastelandsin therain.

Asthey got nearer the capitd, they created pauses. In the motorway cafesthe girlsin their bright
dave-uniformstreated them carefully.

On the great wide roads they burned up tarmac. Black jets with flares of blue, crimson and silver.

At the head rode Connor. Hislong black hair wasin atail, fastened by acinch of sted. He had abig
powerful body and the beer-gut of aViking. He liked screwing women, but he loved Viv, who wasin the
saddlebag on the left-hand side. He loved her like the bike. If ever anything happened they would be
together, the three of them, into Vahalla.

Viv was of middle sze, white, black, and yellow, with one upstanding ear in which, long ago, another dog
had bitten ahole. Through the hole now was asilver stud, aheart. Viv wore gogglesto protect her eyes,
and ascarf, red, with silver cat skulls. Thiswas Connor'stribute, for he liked cats, too.

Behind Connor and Viv on the Harley Shovelhead, came the rest of the fleet. Whisper on his black

beadt, shouting loudly at every twist and turn, and Red up behind him, grinning with joy. And then Pig and
Tina, and then Cardiff, done and looking grim, asif he needed a shit, as he always|ooked. And lastly
Rose, his shaven head tattooed with aflower, his hard beefy chest naked to the wind and rain, only the
slver coinsand chains dapping it from hisblack jacket.



They stormed into London, no longer walled, but clotted by disma outskirts and high blocks of concrete,
and through its Avernd avenues, asthe dusk came down early.

At the pub, The Compasses, they pulled up and dipped from the saddles. Red took off her helmet and
shook out her lava hair.

Connor glanced at her with approval, and then drew Viv from her bag.
"Come and put your snout in some beer, baby."

Viv amiled arid wagged her tall.

Hetook off her goggles and shelicked him.

He carried her in the pub under one arm.

Red bought thefirst round. Shewasal right. Viv had a pint to hersdlf, in abowl—the landlord knew
them.

"Better get some grub aswell, we don't know what the setup is.”

So they had pies and chips and beans, and Cardiff farted loudly, so drinkersin the next bar stared
across.

"Y ou could bloody power your bike on that,” yelled Whisper.
Cardiff farted. "Y ours, too, you old bastard.”

Connor bought around, and they downed them.
Thiswasjourney food. They had somewhere to get to.

Tinaand Red went to the ladies and came back smelling good. Red wore no makeup and needed none,
with her clear pink skin and sapphire eyes. Connor would have liked ago at Red, but Red was not for
him.

"Whigper tregting you dl right?"

"Oh, itsmarvelous. Like chariot racing.”
"Better," said Connor.

"Okay," said Red. "Better."

Shekissed Viv onthe nose and Viv licked her. Viv was soppy with the good ones, but she had taken a
chunk out of aguy who had raised his hand against Connor. Viv wasadoll.

They went out and the night was dark, the way night got to be, even in the sodium-lit cities.

Connor looked up. "Once there were stars.”

"Y ou want to tear this streetlamp rubbish across,” said Red, "get at the darkness.”

Shewasagood onedl right.

They mounted up, and Viv sat in the bag and Connor put back her goggles and gave her ahandful of



crisps.
Sheliked riding.

They took off like rockets. The engine poured up its power. Y ou grew into the machine. The body
became a shaken jely of rock and the soul dipped loose, haf an inch out into the night. That was how
you rode. Y ou were the bike, and out of the body, and never so real asthen.

They arrowed up the hills of London, through the lumbering cars and e ephant buses, past the parks of
winter grass, between the high walsflimsy as paper.

When they came up thefinal road, the big treeswere looming above like aforest. And then there wasthe
house. Connor had been told what he could expect.

A witch'smansion. Turrets and towers. Sunbursts of windows.

"Up there?' said Rose, coming leve.

"That'sthe place."

They soared up the hill toward the house, and swerved to rest on the flatter ground beforeit.
Thenoise of the bikes died.

It was quiet.

They stood marshaled, and Connor reviewed them.

"Okay. Now watch yoursalves. No messing about. Thisis Camillo'sdrum.” Cardiff farted. "And none of
that, either.” Viv barked. "Y ou're smashing," said Connor. He took off her goggles, and marched toward
the door.

No bell. A knocker that was a green man head, leaves sprouting fromitslips. Nice. "Hands off," he said
to them, indicating the knocker. Then he knocked.

No one responded. But they waited patiently. Camillo had told Connor to come, late winter, just before
the spring. "Come and rescue me," Camillo had said, and gave his high horse laugh.

Finally the door did open. A dim old lady in ablack dress, dabaster and ebony, like awaxwork meant
to represent an old lady.

"It's Camillo wewant," said Connor, gently. "Heinvited us."
"Please enter.”

They entered. Two doorsto go through, and then the big hall, with pillars, and under the lectric light, the
rosy oil lamps softly flickering.

"l will go and tell Mr. Camillo thet you're here.”
"Thank you," said Connor, courteoudly.

The light was wonderful for Red. They looked like an invasion, of course. The black hard leathers. A
faint whistling sounded.

"Cardiff," said Connor, "'l warned you."



"Sorry."
Tinalaughed.

Rose was over stroking the balustrade of the stairs.
"Look at this"

Then awoman came out of adoorway below. She wore awhite party dress, like something Ginger
Rogers might have had, at her most glamorous. Her long dark wavy hair was grest and Connor liked the
way sheworeit, even though she must have been fifty-five.

"Please comein,” said thiswoman.
So they went in behind the stairs to awide white room, Viv bustling after them.

There was a black-haired beauty sitting on a sofa, but she looked too vacuous for Connor'staste. She
was eating arum baba Behind her on the huge TV was Die Hard. The sound had been turned down,
but Rose, Tina, Pig, Whisper, and Cardiff at once began to watch the film, theway they didthe TVsin
pubs, and even through plate-glass shop windows.

Red stood in awe over agilt table with asmall green bowl on it.
"Thisisreal," shesad.
She should know.

"Will you have something to drink?" asked Miranda. "'I'm afraid Eric and Sasha are upgtairs. And the
girls. Tracy and | have been watching this remarkable film. Do you know it?"

"Yeah," said Cardiff. "Can we have the sound up?'
"No," said Connor.

"But of course,”" said the woman. She touched Connor's hand swetly. "I'm Miranda. Camillo will be here
soon, I'm sure.” Shewent to the TV and turned up the sound. Rose, Cardiff, Whisper, Tina, and Pig
becametotaly glazed. And the beauty with the plate of rum baba aso returned afixated gaze to the
screen. Viv sat and stared only at Connor.

Miranda made them drinks then. There was abottle of Zinfandel two-thirds full ganding inice, and
Connor had some of that. Red too. Cardiff asked for beer and Miranda went out into the hall and called
softly, and someone came and she sent him for it.

Rose and Pig had vodka, and Tina had some sherry. There seemed to be virtually everything there.
"Would your dog likeadrink?*
"I'll give her adrop of wine, if that'sdl right. She's got agood paate. Never smoked, you see.”

Mirandalaughed, musicaly, likeagirl. Connor looked at her closdly. Shewas old, but he quite fancied
her. She bent and smoothed Viv over and Viv beamed. Then Mirandatook the real jade bowl off the
-table and put Zinfandd init for Viv. The dog lapped. She was delighted.

Someone died on the screen.



"Yeah!" bellowed Whisper.

An oldish man camein, carrying abig tankard of beer on atray. Cardiff grabbed.

"Watchit," said Connor.

"Thanks," said Connor to the oldish man, who was not actudly redly old at dl, only gray-haired.
The man went out.

Connor said to Miranda, "Ever been on abike?"

"No," said Miranda. "In my day it was horses."

"It'slikeahorse," said Connor. "A horse that haswings.”

"Why—" said Miranda, "how exciting."

Her eyeswere glorious. Black as buggered night.

She was a queen of the green hills, and he could st a her dippered feet with hisharp, if he only played
one.

"If ever you want to try," said Connor, "I'm your man."

Secretively, the way the women did, shelowered her eyes, and Connor thought of riding with Miranda,
and those dim pae hands around hisbig middle.

"Thelast timel rode on ahorse," said Miranda, "was to awedding feast. The bride was dressed in blue,
and there was a big cake colored by saffron, the shape of ahand holding akey. The things one
remembers”

"Some foreign wedding," said Connor.
"Oh, yes. InItdy. My name wasn't Miranda then, you know. That came later, fromaplay.”

Connor felt awide crevice opening before him, and he was dmost eager to drop into it, but something
stayed him. The raven goddess, the dark-eyed Morigan. Best beware.

Red said, "Connor, heshere. Thisishim, isn't it?"

She had confided long ago that she did not care for young men. At Cambridge she had had an affair with
ascholar sixty years of age. She had wrapped him in her copper hair.

Connor looked around, and in the doorway was Camiillo.

Helooked young tonight. Maybe too young for Red. But no. The ancient eyeswere ill there, looking
out.

"Hereyou are" said Camillo. "Isit timethen? It must be."
"Whatever you say," said Connor.
Viv barked lightly. And Camillo knelt down. Viv went to him and they greeted each other.

"On your feet," Connor said to the TV addicts. They got up and clustered around. He brought Red



forward. "Seewhat | have here."

Camillo looked up, dyly.

Red amiled, showing her even whiteteeth.

"Not abimbo thistime," said Connor. "Red has studied history. She's ridden along way to meet you."
Camillo stood up again. Helooked at Red, with his head to one side.

"I'man old man," said Camillo, skittishly.

"l like old men," answered Red. "They're clever.”

"And grateful ?I'm never grateful

"I'd hate you to be," Red replied.

"Tdl me something about history," said Camillo.

Red hesitated. She said, "There were three King Arthurs. Triba chiefs. Three Camelots, too. Only one
Guinevere. But that wasn't her name.”

"Something dse," said Camillo.
"Under the Romans, Britain produced some of the best winesin the Empire.”
"More"

"In certain Semitic cultures, progtitutes placed gold coinsin the mouth of the cervix, after the birth of a
child, to prevent further unwanted pregnancies.

"Do you haveagold coin?'

"No. My tubes aretied. | don't want children.”

"But you want old men.”

Tray turned from the TV and looked suddenly afraid.

"Camillo, shhh,” said Miranda. She went to Tray and put her arm about her, and Tray rested her head on
Mirandas sequined arm.

Red said camly, "Old men are only young menin adifferent skin."
"Not me"
"Well," said Red, "you can teach me, can't you.”

They made a camp, down the dope from the house, under the trees. Nobody would disturb them, try to
move them on, Camillo had said.

Camillo was not ready yet, apparently. That wasfine. They could wait.

The man who had brought them beer brought them down a supper from the house. Wine and beer and
vodka, smoked fish and hot toast streaming with butter, wedges of yellow cheese, prawns, adish of



grapes and apples and peaches.
"He'satease," said Red. She grinned at Connor. "1 likethat. I'll have to woo him.”
Connor thought about Miranda. Viv settled on his chest asthey lay in thetent. Viv wastipsy.

Outside, thefire burned. They were acamp of mercenaries. Camillo's now: Waiting. Therain dept. They
dept too.

In the morning, early, Connor and Viv got up in the gray-tawny February dawn to relieve themselves. Viv
was in high spirits despite her debauch, playing about in last year'sleaves. When they came back, aman
was standing under the house, regarding the camp.

"Good morning,” said Connor. And took a stance on the grassy dope. Viv ran up, saring.

The man wastal and spare, with the longest, whitest hair Connor had seen. The face, Connor knew.
The man sad, "Camillo'sfriends, perhaps.”

"Bdieveit," said Connor.

The man nodded, and walked away around the house. As he went up, the woman, Miranda, came out
and down. They passed each other with a vague acknowledgement. Mirandaturned, and looked after
him, her hands up to her throat.

Connor climbed to her.

"What isit?"

"Ah," she said. She put down her hands. " Some news. He will want Eric.”
"Whitey," sad Connor. "He's Camillo's son, isn't he?”

Mirandaglanced at him. She was preoccupied.

"Oh, no. No. Hisfather. That is, CamilloisMaach's son.”

Connor looked away into the distances of the world.

"Mdach. Youretdling methat white oneisthe father of Camillo.”

"Yes" shesad, disractedly.

Connor felt adtirring he had known al hislife. It was the oldnessin him. He picked up Viv and ruffled her
head. And Mirandaglided by him down into the trees, asif she went to gather strange herbsfor
witcheraft, or to some tryst ahundred yearstoo late.

CHAPTER 38

BEFORE THE DIM IRISMORNING WINDOW, Althene's form was elongated and black. "Hell bring
her thisevening. | amto tell you."

III %ll

"Not entirely. | andsoto explainit al toyou."



Rachadlasad tartly, "Since I'm the resident imbecile.”

Althenelaughed. She sat down on her dark blue bed. Rachaela huddled therein her jJumper and skirt.
They had got up early, to wak on the common, then Althene returned from below with atray of new
bread and coffee. And with this.

Maach was bringing Ruth to the house.

"Why does he have to come here?' Rachaglaasked. " I s it some sort of test?"
"Yes, perhaps.”

"What will they do? Poison her with aglass of wine?'

"No. They will formaly give her to Mdach. That'sdl. It'saceremony. Then they can be free of her, even
though she'stheirs”

"And mine. She's my daughter. Supposing | don't— won't—give her to Maach.”

"She belongsto him dready, | imagine," Althene said. "That's what he will have been doing. Taking her."
Rachaela clenched her hands.

"Y ou mean they'relovers.”

"| expect they are.”

"She'stwelve," said Rachagla. She frowned. "No, she's thirteen. But—for God's seke. Shel'sachild.”
"Never, probably. A child in some ways, of course. But he will take care of that too. Maach isexpert.”
"Oh, yes."

"So bitter, my love," said Althene. She stroked back Rachaela's hair. "Ruth was a burden to you you
could never bear. But for Maach it will be interesting, achalenge, perhaps. HEll take her away. Hell see
that sheiseducated, trained. Shelll want to please him and so shewill shine. A father and daughter, with
the sweetness of sex added for spice.”

"It'stoo easy," said Rachadla. "She'samurderess.”

"Theforgivenessof Sin," said Althene. "What doesit mean? That you are freed from evil. Though you
have committed atrocious acts, you needn't continue to transgress. Changeis possible. I's allowed.”

"All right. I've seenyou kill. Y ou'd judge Ruth differently.”
"I make no judgment.”

"How dareyou," said Rachaela, drawing away. "How dare you—these absol utes—these doctrines
—ghe'samonster—"

"l remember," Althene said, "you told me that, when Ruth was a baby, she amost died.”
"Yes, and | wanted her dead.”
"Perhaps Ruth, a so. Perhaps Ruth meant to die. But you made her live.”



"A hospita did that. And bloody Emma."

"How terrible to be forced to go on aong aroad you know iswrong.”

"Oh, stop it," Rachadlasaid. She put her head on her updrawn knees. " Just stop.”
"Very wel. But therés one further distressing item. At least, | hopeit will distressyou."”
"When Mdach takes Ruth away," Rachadasaid, "you'll go too."

"Unfortunately, | must.”

"Yes. How convenient.”

"I'll be goneamonth. Maybe alittle more. Then | shall return.”

"Do asyou want," Rachaglasaid.

"I must arrange my own affairs,”" Althene said, "before | come back to you."

"Y ou want meto stand at my window, looking out. Wearily. He cometh not, she said.”

"How canyou," said Althene, evidently amused, "compare meto Adamus?'

"I don't, | don't. But you will go, and you won't come back. And | would prefer honesty. How can you,
anyway, want me. Theway you are—it must be random. A woman making love to awoman. But the
woman isaman. Anyone who consents—"

"Youtry my patience," said Althene. "Get up and go away. I'm tired of you."
"Exactly."

"I shal crossthe symbolic sea, and leave you here, and that's that. Back to my hoards of consenting
perverted women."

"Yan

"Rachadla," Althenesaid, "I'll say thisonly onetime. Perhaps never again. And so lisen to me. | love you.
Amin lovewith you. Thefamily have had ahand in it, and perhaps it was meant to happen. It has
happened. Y ou don't love me, naturally. Y ou're fascinated by what | am. And | can give you pleasure.

Y ou want meto leave you, perhaps. To set you at liberty."

"I don't know," Rachaglasaid. She stared downward through the bed into darkness.
"I'll be gone. You'll bewithout me. Then you will know. When | come back—"
"Y ou won't come back."

"We shdl see," said Althene. She stood up. Behind her the other woman of glass stood before the
iris-hyacinth window. "They'll want you to be present when Ruth arrives.”

"They may not likewhat | say and do.”
"Why must you say or do anything?'
"Yes" Rachadasad, "why must I."



She walked to the door.
"Doyou," said Althene, "congder yourself to be perverted, because you've had sex with me?"
"l suppose | must be. No. No, not at al.”

"Good," said Althene. "I have at least that, then, to carry into the sky, while Maach's dogs are howling
and piddling with surprise, and the seais churning far below.”

"Butisit possible," said Rachagla, "for you to love?"

Althene gazed at her. Althene's eyes were soft. They hardened to adamant. "And who, after dl, could
loveyou?'

In her white bathroom with the viridian window, Rachad a bathed and washed her hair. She shaved her
legs, and the hollows under her arms, as she did every third day. Savetoday it waslike aritua, the taking
of the Host before battle.

She sat over the gasfire. Set in awide hearth, it had cement logs and looked genuine, and it began to
seem to her again she was in the other house, the house above the sea.

She shook her hair to dry it and the fire pat.

Later she dressed in ablack wool dress, powdered her face and made up her eyes. She used the light
amber blusher and lipstick Althene had given her. Thiswas the mask, the visor of the battle hdmet.

Don't be a fool. Just let them do what they want. They will anyway. All of them.

She visudized Ruth coming in, holding Maach's hand. Her hair was done in plaits and she wore a school
uniform. Rachaglalaughed doud, bitterly.

So hitter, my love...

Outside the dove window came a vague noise of music. There was a camp of bikers on the common,
down the dope. Camillo's companions, doubtless. She had opened the window once, and glimpsed afire
and tents.

The threads were being gathered up, the drawstring pulled tight.
Going away.

Soon she would be alone here again, with Eric and Sasha, and with Miranda. Miranda, who was growing
young. If such athing were credible. But it was. It was. Camillo, too—

"Damn them," shesad.

She put on Annasring, the ruby heart. And then asiver snake with atiny tourmdineinitshead. Althene
had given her that.

/ shall put it away when she goes. | won't ook at it.
Thisis how they gather their rings. Heirlooms. The gifts of lovers.
He never gave me aring. Adamus. He gave me Ruth.

She did aProkaofiev concerto into the CD player. It had black humor, the sounds of diamond rats



running about in agiant clock.

Shefdt alittle sick, thinking of Ruth arriving in her uniform, with Maach.

At the commencement of the early dusk, Rachaela heard a car, ataxi, away down the road.
Her heart stopped. She stood up.

Twenty minutes later, when her heart was beating solidly al through her body, Cheta knocked on the
door.

"They're here, Miss Rachagla. Will you come down?"
What if | say no?
She came out and went dong the passage, and down the stairs.

There was no one in the hdl, but the doors stood open and Michael was closing them. Kel was beside
him, carrying two bags. The lamps had been lit.

In the drawing room, unlike the usua sound of the TV, amurmur of voices.

/ don't want to go in.

Rachaglamoved quickly acrossthe hal and into the large white room.

It wasfull of warm light, and the colored windows were giving up their very last gleams.

Eric, Sasha, and Miranda stood in aline. They had donned dark clothes, as she hersdf intuitively had
done.

She saw too Althene was not there. Nor Camiillo.
Then they turned, and looked at her.
Mdach, Ruth.

Ma ach wore white; somehow astonishing, this second whiteness againgt the white negative of the mane
of hair. But the power of him was strong as darkness. It had not abated. Could it be something had
increased it?

Lagt of dl, Rachadlasaw Ruth. Her daughter. Did not know her.
Ruth had grown taller. She had grown older. She was awoman, twenty, twenty-five.

She wore along, narrow black skirt that ended four inches from her ankles, and black high-hedled boots
embroidered with scarlet and silver. A black velvet coat swung from her shoulders arrogantly, and under
it she wore a high-necked tunic of silvery gray watered silk, its collar beaded with dropslike red wine
andrain, andtied a the wast by abroad black velvet belt that made her waist into the width of astalk.
From under the high, triangular black velvet hat, her black river of hair poured out. She looked like a
Russian princessfrom some novd.

Her face... was not the same.

It was as beautifully made up as Althene'swould have been. Pdle as porcelain with ahint of blusher on
the cheeks, the eyelids dark but now like smoke not soot, the lipsalight clear red, flame rather than



blood.

Her eyes. Her eyeswere dive.

She was not holding Maach's hand, only asmall black bag. She was perfectly poised.
He's kissed her awake. Out of the coma. Thisisn't Ruth.

But it was.

The two dogs were standing beside her. Enki, the paler one, let out athin low growl.
"Still," Mdach sad. Enki fell slent.

Ruth's dender gloves were winered, like the beads, and the embroidery on her boots.
Red. The betrotha color. The marriage color.

Rachaela stared at her daughter.

Not mine.

His.

Malach's.

He has created her.

"Rachadla" Mdach said quietly, "I hopeyourewell."

Idiocy. The Scarabae were alwayswell. Well, or dead.

"Y es, thank you." She could not take her eyes from Ruth. "And | see—that Ruth iswell, too."
A little haf glance of the raven head toward Maach. Then Ruth said, "Good evening, Rachagla.”
Not Mommy anymore. Of course. We are both women now.

"Y our clothes are sumptuous,” Rachadlasaid.

"Thank you."

But she had dways had good taste. Frightening in-sights. And she had always appeared astonishing,
dressed up.

There were no rings on her gloved hands. Perhaps, inside?
Eric sad abruptly, "We should dl st."

So they sat down. Malach and Ruth on one sofa, Eric and Sasha on another. Mirandain achair.
Rachaelain asecond chair. Enki and Oskar on the carpet.

Michael and Kel camein. They brought atall silver tegpot and cups of transparent white china, and some
liqueur in a pear-shaped crystd bottle, little glasses, aplate of tiny cakes with marvelousicing, blue and
pink and white and green.

All this came down on the tables, and then the alcohol and the tea and the cakes were offered.



Malach took the acohol and the tea, nothing to eat. And Ruth. .. Ruth took tea. No food. She had been
such ahungry child. No longer.

Ah, no.
Something in Rachagla ached. It was like amuscle stretched too far. Hurting in release.

Althene was not there. Obvioudly. Tact or calousness? And Camillo dways avoided these family
gatherings. Almogt dways. (Standing in armor that timelong ago, as she ran away.)

Ruth had removed her |eft-hand glove, but not the right.

"Isthet an affectation?' Rechaglasaid.

Ruth looked at her, palitely.

"Oh, no. | injured my hand."

"That must be anuisance,” Rachadasad, "especidly if you il like to play the piano.”
"Madach wants meto practice some music for the left hand only. Until it improves.”
Malach wants. Adam says.

"And you're going away with Maach.”

Ruth smiled. It was a pretty, flegting amile. It wasatrue smile.

/ never saw that. Yes | did. When Adam found, her after she had killed them. Then. She came alive
and she was lovely. But she's lovely now. She's alive now.

"Y es. We're going to Europe.”

It was old-fashioned, excluding Britain from the Continent. But then. What €l se?

Ericsad, "They will take care of Ruth.”

His voice was hard, abrasive.

Rachagla thought how he had put hisfist through the TV screen, striking at Ruth.
Rachadlasad, "We're dl being so wonderful to each other. Shouldn't we talk about the facts?"
"No," Sashasad. "Thefactsaren't important.”

Ericsad, "Itisessentid to dismiss such errors”

"Which errors?’ said Rachagla. She swallowed. "How isit possible?

Malach spoke. Rachadlahad midaid hisvoicein the half hour he had not talked to them. Dry and alittle
rough, itsmusic in abeyance.

"Didyou think I'd kill her?!
"Yes" Rachadlasad.
"She's Scarabae,”" he said.



"Y ou've given her attention,” Rachadlasaid, "thething | didn't give her. Or Adamus. Excuse me, Ruth,
I'm speaking about you asif you weren't here. But then, are you here?"

Ruth did not look at her. She only drank daintily from her cup. The two dogslay ill.

"Madach hastaught you how to behave, has he?'

"Yes," Maach said. And then, "No one here has a sword drawn but you. Y ou are her mother.”
"Yes," Rachadlasad.

Malach's eyes cameto hers. So cruel now. Fitiless, old, no quarter given. " She hurt you, did she, coming
out? Y ou can't forgive?"

Rachadla shivered. "What happens when you lose interest in her?”

Malach, without looking, put out his hand and touched Ruth's cheek. Helaid his skin againgt hers, softly.
"l shdl never loseinterest. Sheismy soul.”

Thewords burned in the room.

Fire, from some dtar.

And Ruth turned to him. Shelooked at him speechlesdly.

He has created her.

Isthet the reason for love?

"Oh, then," Rachadlasad, "l supposeit'sal right.”

Miranda said suddenly, "I'm alittle worried about Tracy. Shall | send Michael to fetch her down? Sheld
like these cakes so much.”

"Y ou have areplacement, you see,” Rachagla said to Ruth, "anicelittle pale, black-haired girl who acts
assheshould.”

The door opened.

But it wasnot Tray. It was Camillo.

He cameinto the room with an odd mincing step.

"Lae," hesad. "Thereyou are. Taking with my Cossackson the hill."

He glanced at Maach, and then at Ruth. Camillo froze. It was asif he had come into the arctic cold,
knowing how it would be, and as he turned to stone, he laughed.

"Mama," hesad. "My father and my mother."
Ruth had moved alittle. She drew back against Malach.
Yes, last time he gave her a mousetrap.

"lan't shelovey," said Camillo. "Will she sng me adeep? Will shewrap mein thefur aswe run away



over the snow?"
"Taistoi," Maach said.
"Mais non," Camillo said. "No, no | won't shut up. | liketo say it. And I've brought a gift."

Camillo dipped forward to Ruth over the .carpeted ground, between the purity of the furniture. The dogs
did not move. " Pour vous, Maman." He held out something long and thin.

It was aknitting needle. It was burned.

Bile whipped Rachaglasthroat.

"From the heart of Anna. What you killed her with."

Malach got up. The dogs stirred.

"Get out," hesaid.

Camilloleered a him.

"Tooold," hesaid. "Not to be hurt."

Ruth had risen too. She put her gloved hand upon Maach's arm. He checked.
"Camillo," Ruth sad.

"Yes, Maman."

"Bemy shame," Ruth said.

Camillo'sface crumpled. He stepped back. He spoke in some other tongue.
Ruth nodded.

Camillo bolted from the room.

CHAPTER 39

JUST PAST EIGHT, STELLA CHECKED THE kitchen. The chicken was cooking juicily inits sauce
of yoghurt, saffron, and garlic, and on the chopping board the primrose and iron-green peppers, the
creamy banana and red apple, the onions and the monds waited to be fried. The cannister of ricewas
full, but she peered into it again.

There were wine and beer, poppadums and hot chutney.
She went back into the main room and looked out of the curtains at the dark low night.
He would be here soon.

She sat on the couch and picked up abook, but she could not settle. She never could when she knew
Nobbi was on hisway to her.

She had not seen him since that time after Christmas. The time he had woken up in the night; "The
Thieving Magpie"



Christmas was bad enough, anyway.
Sheboreit with fortitude.

Star and her mother had been used to celebrate. They had attached silver rosettesto the cat's collar,
pulled crackers, watched the better films on television, got tiddly.

Star had never spent a Christmas with Nobbi.

Oneday.

Something hissed in the oven, and Star went to investigate. Then she came back and sat down again.
Perhaps she ought to have aglass of wine. It might calm her down. But she liked to drink with him.
Why was she o nervous?

Of course, hewas out looking for Tray.

He had intimated, athough not exactly said, that Tray was with people who were dangerous.
Obvioudy, he wanted to do something. That was Nobbi. But what kind of trouble was he getting into?
She could hardly say Don't.

Asif hewould listen, anyway, if she said something like that.

It was half-past eight now. He had said eight. That would have given them time in the bedroom before
shefinished the dinner.

Never mind. There would be hours|ater. He had said he would stay with her tonight.

She liked that. She liked so much waking up with him. She brought breakfast on atray. And they made
love. They had bought a plastic duck which he put in the bath with him. Nobbi called the duck Charlie.

Star went into the bathroom.

"Halo, Charlie"

Charlie smiled, theway he dwaysdid.

Stella splashed some cool water on her face and dried it with atowe.
Then shelooked a hersdlf in thelittle bathroom mirror.

Her appearance neither pleased nor dismayed her. Her eyes were too big, and her mouth, but her skin
was good.

She came out of the bathroom. She put Bach's Goldberg Variations on the record player.
She did not want any wine.
But she was S0 nervous.

When he arranged to come he was never late, never more than afew minutes. Except once, half an hour,
and he had called her from a service station, something with the car.



It was ten to nine now.
She went into the kitchen and turned the oven down.

Star did not often speak aoud to hersdf. Now she said, " Stop acting like some silly schoolgirl. Hes all
right. Y ouwould know."

And then, the phonerang.

Selaflewtoit.

"Hdlo?'

"Star?' Nobbi asked her. He sounded very far away.

"Naobbi, love. Are you okay?'

"Sure, Star. Yes. I'mfine”

"l was—I wasworried."

"Sorry, Star. Yeah, | should have cdled before."

Shefdt acrash of disappointment within her, like abroken loft plummeting to the basement.
She governed hersdlf, and said, neutrdly, "Can't you makeit, darling?”

"Star... No. No, | can't. I'mreally sorry. | know you really go to town, it's abloody shame.”
"It'sdl right, love. What's happened? Isit something with Marilyn?*

"Marilyn?No. No, it'snot that."

Star felt Sick.

She sank her bitten nailsinto her pam. There were enough of them to hurt.

"What isit, Nobbi?'

"| found her. | found Tray. | mean, the place.

"Oh, Nobbi, where?'

"Well, | don't liketo tell you, Star.”

The dark of night breasthed in on Stellals soul.

"All right, love."

"It'sjust—from what 1've been hearing, these people are pretty bloody weird."
"What will you do?'

"Don't know yet. I've been ditting in the car, just down the road, keeping an eye out.”

"Oh, Nobbi," she said, "be careful.”



"Oh, yeah. I'll befine. I'll tell you, some bloke went up there with hisbird. Classy stuff. He looked like
the one. The one Tray went after. Long white hair. But thisbird. Chrigt, you should've seen her. Likea
bloody film star. And they had acouple of dogs with 'em. God amighty, big as horses.

"Oh, God, Nobbi."
"Shesmy daughter.”
"Y%"

They stood in sllence, he miles off in the telephone box, and she here, in her flat, with the scent of the
chicken no one now would egt.

"Nobbi," shesaid, "l do want to know whereyou are.”
"Okay." He paused. "Between us, dl right.”

"Yes, Nobbi."

"It's easy enough to find, once you know."

Then hetold her.

Star took it in. Shefdt cold. She was quivering, hairs erect.

"I got to go now, Star. | don't want to miss nothing. Spend the night in the car if | have to. She may come
out. My Tray. Then I'm here."

"Nobbi, take care. If you can.”

"I will. Don't worry, love."

"l loveyou," shesad.

"Yousdlly cow," hesad, "loving an ugly old git like me. | wish | wasthere."
"l wish S0 too."

"I'll makeit up to you." Then there was the diding tone. She stood and listened to it for awhile, having
noth-ing dse.

CHAPTER 40

OUT OF MEMORY, THE SOFTNESS CAME, the note of music. Benign and comforting, and proper.
What she would have wanted, if she could have had it. And for amoment she was a child, wanting. And
then awoman, finding gentle death deeping beside her. Then shewoke.

The cat had died long past. And now she had the sense of seeing double, and wrongly. Her brain
sruggled withiit.

Two demons were on her bed, on her body, light weights balanced on four stems each.
"My God," Rachadlasad.

The voca cat meowed again. He was ayoung male, al white but for a speckle of black on hisright side,
and atotaly black face. He put out his paw and stroked her cheek. He had black fur testicles, too.



Besde him stood the girl cat. She was dmost exactly like him but the other way around. Black with a
white face. No speckles, just awhite corona here and there at the tips of her fur. She did not speak or
touch, but eyed Rachaglademurely. You won't be able to resist me, said her eyes, which were blue.
The maeswerevivid yelow in the black mask. Come on, they said, here | am. Be quick.

She put out her hands and smoothed them both.
The male rubbed hisface into her palm, the femae narrowed her eyes. Both purred.
Althene was ditting in one of the green chairs.

"I did knock, but you didn't wake. Forgive my coming in unannounced. But | wanted you to seethem
and they were annoyed with the basket.”

"Where have they come from?"

"Ah," said Althene, secretively, "1 had them made especidly for you.”
"Y ou mean you're giving them to me?'

"My messengerswhile I'm away."

"A farewdl present.”

"Bookmarks" said Althene, "to mark my placein your heart."

"But how can I—I don't—" The mae cat was up on her breast now, rubbing his head under her chin.
The fema e had begun to wash her paws.

"They are not arespongbility,” said Althene. "Y our windows open and they will be ableto climb down
the roofs to the common. They'll come and go. They'll deep on your pillows."

"Something to love," said Rachadla

It was difficult to be churlish with the two cats purring and washing and rubbing.
"Chetawill cook them food," said Althene.

"Caviar and dover solewith lemon," said Rachagla. "Marrons glaces.”

"Nasty bloody liver, chopped smal," said Althene, "boiled ox-heart, chicken pieces, occasond steamed
white fish. They may eat biscuitsin moderation to clean their teeth. Kel has planted catnip for them.”

Rachadlalaughed. The mae approved and kissed her lips. The girl cat shuggled into Rachaglas sde and
dept.

"Whet arethelr names?"'

"It'sfor you to name them."

Rachaglalay back, and the mae came up and poured down on her hair.
"l never let myself—have another cat.”

"Loveisdangerous.”



"Yes. Wdll, I've had it now. Hopelessto deny.”

"Good," said Althene. She stood up. "We must leave tonight.”

"Yes, | see”

"There are some things | want to take with me, so | must go to pack. One doesn't keep Malach waiting.”
"Yes, of course. Thank you—thank you for these."

"They're brother and Sgter,” Althene said. "When they're alittle older, they'll mate."

"But then—xkittens everywhere—"

"Ddicious,” said Althene. "I will supervisethekittens.”

"Oh. When you come back."

Althene opened the door. "Chetawill bring up asand tray for the bathroom. They must stay in for a
couple of days."

"Yes, I'll be careful

Althene went out.

Rachaglaturned her faceinto cats fur.

Can | still cry?

But the sadnesswas only leaden and till, it did not break inrain.

There had been abook, years ago, a character called Jacob, who wore ablack mask. The male cat
should be Jacob. And the demure, white-faced girl? She waslike a young actress playing Shakespeare.
Juliet.

Jacob and Juliet began to purr again, asif aware of nomina recognition. The vibration drummed through
the bed. It was only eight o'clock, the windows gray. To the cats lullaby, Rachaelalet hersdf drift back
into deep.

Above, in thelofty pale room, Ruth stood bel ow the window. It had no colors, but was of opaque white
glass, incised with an intricate pattern, coiling ferns, and the head perhaps of an angdl.

Thelight fell over Ruth.

She was naked. She dept naked now, with Malach, in their bed. With him she had lost her modesty and
her evason.

Ruth had grown taler with the winter. Her body was even more beautiful, elongated in its denderness
that flowered into lustiness at the breasts. At her groin the raven's feathers, melting to a blue mist under
her flat belly. There was no hair on her amsor legs, it did not grow there, and under her aamswasonly a
shaven whiteness. The hair of her head cloaked her back down to the base of her spine.

Onthetable lay her treasures, her trophies.

She had brought them to the flat. The gpple, the duck, the gold razor... The leopardskin had gone, given
away. It wasnot aliving anima but arobbery of life.



Ruth lifted her right hand, and looked at it. There was adark scar across the palm, exactly below the
fingers. Some of the nerves were dead, or temporarily impaired, and the fingers were iff and awkward.
Malach had shown her that with practice, she could write with her left hand.

She had burned her right hand on the ice. Maach sometimestook this hand, and held it against him,
againg hisface, or his chest, asif feeding her the pulses of his body.

He dept now.

He dept like death. So slent, hardly seeming to breathe. Sometimesin deep he would murmur words.
They were the languages of other countries, perhaps of other times.

Ruth went back to the bed, and sat down on the edge of it, watching him.
Helay on atide of white hair, his head half turned.

Therewerefaint lines on hisface, about the mouth, on the forehead, those of aman in hislate thirties. But
his skin was taut, the light brown of somelost summer, which had never left it.

Ruth wanted to touch him, but she would not wake him.

She wanted to touch him continualy. She was sore with want, with always yearning. Sherelished therare
rich pan.

And now, he opened his eyes.

Their blueness dways caught at her. There had never been blue eyesin theworld, until his.
"Youreawake," he said. "Wide avake."

"Yes"

"Wearegoing," hesaid, "to aflat land with low skies crowded by clouds, and with aliquid light. Do you
remember the paintings | showed you?"
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"Likethat."

"Will they hate methere?' shesaid. "Like here." It was not a child's question, it was uttered nearly
indifferently.

"They'll judge you from what you are.”
"What am[7?*

"What | will makeyou."

"Yes" shesad. "Scarabee.”

She leaned forward and her black hair tented them in. She kissed histhroat. He dipped his hands about
her ribs. At once she was dizzy and weak, her yearning blossoming into the thorns and roses of desire.

"l wish I'd dways been with you," she said.

"You dwayswere."



"Dont lie—"

"Youwerewithme," hesaid, "in black placesand bright.”

"Where arewe now?'

"Between two devils," hesaid.

Hewas hard againgt her. "Please—" she said.

Malach lifted her, drew her down onto his body, filling her.

He held her inexorably, moving her body, helpless, toward the abyss.

She stared at him. She wanted to die for him. She wanted desth at his hands. Desth that burned—

Ruth wrapped her arms about hersalf and arched her back, her throat, becoming awhiteicon on aveil of
black hair. Her scream was silent and for amoment al her body flushed asif in thelight of flames, asif
her blood snowed through her crystd, like the light in the window.

CHAPTER 41
SOMETHING WASWRONG.
Everything was. And that bloody noise, waking him.

Nobbi tried to Sit up, but he was sitting up. He wasin the cold Jag and a cold glare came in, except
where the figure impeded it, banging on the window.

It was atraffic warden in theirritant wasp uniform, awoman though, with asad pinched face.
Nobbi rolled down the window.

"I'm afraid you can't park here, Sir.”

"Cant1?!

"No, 5r."

"Redtricted zone? Didn't see no notice.”

"I'm sorry, ar."

Something warned him now, not to argue or question.

"Just got tired, needed akip."

"That'sdl right, Sr. But if you could move on now."

"Right you are," said Nobbi. He smiled at her. "Dull old day."
"Yes, itis'" shesad.

She stepped back and stood on the pavement militacristically, under the big dripping trees, as he sarted
up the cold reluctant car, and drove off busily downhill.

Theterrible thing was, he had overdept, cramped therein the car. It was nearly nine-thirty, and he had



not called Star, as he had promised. (Had he promised?) God knew what she would think. He would
haveto call her tonight. He could never remember the library number. Look it up, maybe, if he could find
abox with directoriesinit.

There was a posh cafe open in among the shops down the hill.

Nobbi went in and had abreakfast of strange herbal green scrambled egg and crumbly French
roll-things. The coffee was a cup of froth.

He had left the Jag in aside Street among alot of other cars, dl probably there for the day.
Hewent back to it, and sat init.

He had to think what to do.

Then again, he had to be honest. He was a bit scared.

For one, he had gone against Mr. Glass, so he would have to be very cautious, not antagonize or cause
bother.

But there again, if they were adodgy crowd, he had to get her away.

Ashewasgitting in the Jag, smoking one of his cigars with the window haf-down, theice-cream van
went by. It played to him thetune of hiswar, "The Thieving Magpie."

He sat very ill, and the cigar burned out.

It took along time for the van to go around, even though surely nobody bought anything fromit inthe
chilly day. When its noise had faded, Nobbi threw the dead cigar from the window.

There were the dogs too, those big white hounds the bloke with the white hair had had. They could take
your arm off, or your throat out.

Nobbi sat ligening, to seeif he could hear "The Thieving Magpi€' again. But the van wastoo far off, or
not playing.

Slowly, he opened the car door, got out, and locked up the Jag.
He wished again he had phoned Star. But somehow now it seemed too late for that.

Walking uphill from the shops made Nobbi alittle bresthless, and by the time he had come onto the road
again, under the sweep of the common, his cough had started.

He waited below the housefor it to ease up.

What apile. Chrigt, it waslike an old Hammer horror movie.

He went up the dopein stages.

There were trees, and a path. Above, the backdrop of woods seemed thick with old rains.
When he was fairly near, he stopped, and looked again.

Welcometo the Bates Motel. He could just imagine some mummified mother propped at an upper
window, some guy with an axe or knife. But they were rock musicians, they merdly liked old houses.
Probably out of their skulls on heroin.



Hedid not want to think about that.
Nobbi got himself al the way to the door and knocked.
When no one came, he began to get angry after al. It warmed him up, and he knocked again, violently.

Then the door opened, and there was an oldish, thin geezer in dusty looking old-fashioned clothes.
Black, black eyes.

A butler?Y es, they would have something like that.
"May | hdpyou?' A flat soft voice.

"Y eah, you can help me," said Nobbi. "I'm Mr. Ives, and my daughter's staying here. Tracy Ives. Sol'd
liketo see her. Okay with you?'

The oldish fellow looked a Nobbi, asif through cob-webs of time. He did not say anything. He was not
tal or burly.

"Il comein then, shal I?" said Nobbi.

The man stood aside.

And Nobbi strutted, muscles tensed and round head dert, into the Bates Motdl.
CHAPTER 42

CONNOR WAS SPONGING OVER THE SHOV-éhead. Viv sat by to encourage, shaking herself
when the drips hit her.

Down by the tents, Tinawas darning Pig's tiger-patterned socks, and Whisper, Rose, and Cardiff were
inagame of Dead Man's Poker. Red stayed in her tent.

The fire burned cheerily. Plenty of fallen branchesto makeit go, and no policeto kick it out.
Above, the house loomed in the rain-pent morning.

The butler man had brought them breskfast, ham and eggs—actud grilled ham, and eggs poached in a
sauce—coffee and tea. And then another guy came out to exercise two fantastic bloody great
wolfhounds—Viv squesked, and Connor held her back, in case, but the guy said, "It will bedl right." So
then Connor let Viv go, and the two enormous dogs played with her, redlly nicely, and then ran off down
the dopeinto the oaks.

Connor wondered if hewould see Mirandaagain, but she must have come back some other way,
yesterday. Not atrace.

Camillo had come down before noon.

He sat on one of the packs, between Connor and thefire. Viv had gone up to him and hetickled her idly,
but he looked old and fragile, the way Connor remembered from that first time, on the beach.

Best leave Camillo done.
Viv did 0, too, dl of them.

But therewas agirl who had followed Camillo down. It seemed shewas called Lou. She sat at hisfest,



on apiece of canvas. Short kirt, lots of hair, no brains.

Connor worked on a bad place near the forward whedl. Then he stood back. Water now. He picked up
the bucket. The butler guy—Michagl 2—had shown him the outdoor tap.

Connor duiced the Shovelhead and agleam arose.

"My beauty,” Connor said. Viv thumped her tail. "Y ou too, you harlot.”
Lou did not look at Viv. She had ignored Viv. Lou was stupid.

Red emerged from her tent.

Jesus.

She was wearing black rubber. Leggings showing every contour, down into her low black boots. And
under her jacket, arubber vest. Everything she had, and she had everything, wasthere to see, behind this
film of glaucous darkness. And thered hair loose, back over one ear, with an earclip of asilver snake.
Sheturned, and "saw” Camillo.

"How'syour horse?' she cdled. Shewasglib, light asafeather.
Camillo looked at her.

"It bites"

"They dl do," said Red. "Thetrick isto givethem an gpple, fird."
"And aserpent in your ear,” said Camillo. He was looking better.
"Serpent bites horse," said Red.

Camillo giggled. Red raised her long red eyebrows. They redly were, and her lasheswere likelong
shavings of new bronze.

Viv barked, and Red threw her akiss. " Amour jadis de moi," said Red, "ah, vous dis-je."

Someone spat, up on the dope. A rip of sound.

They al of them, arrested, looked up.

It was Whitey—Malach. The one Miranda had got mixed up over. Camillo's son? She had said Father .

Hewas abeauty, Malach. Like apriest-warrior out of time. He wore black, and his psyche was like an
old red wine, nearly black, too. Sediment, and fire.

"Hail, Imperator,” said Red.

Malach glanced at her, and away. He looked at Camillo.

He said something, Maach, in another tongue. 1t sounded Germanic, but possibly it was not.
Red gave atiny gasp, then pulled hersdlf together.

Camillo glared up. "English,” said Camillo. "That'stherule. Thetalk of thetime and the place.”



"Y ou want them to hear?' said Maach. Y our soldiers ?'
Connor put down the sponge.

"Get off hisback," he said to Maach.

Then Mdach looked a him.

Connor fdt the breakfast curdlein hisgut. Jesus, Jesus—make him stop—Connor held up both his
hands. "It's between you," he said.

"Yes, it's between us."

Connor stepped back. He was sorry for Camillo. But against that, there was no way to—no, there was
no way.

Camillo sat doggedly in the camp. Lou had drawn away from him.
"Say what you want. Don't care.”

"Youwill care. Y ou are mischievous. Arent you?"'

"Tooold," said Camiillo.

"Excrementum,” Mdach said.

"l remember,” Camillo said, "the snow and the horse running. And the town on fire. | remember my
mother inthedeigh.”

"Lisgtentome," Maach said. ™Y ou have your battalion here. But don't follow me. Don't follow her."
"Wicked stepmother,” said Camillo.
" She goes back before your birth,” said Maach, "back into the dark. Ruth.”

Camillo scowled like anaughty boy wanting to spit too, but he did not. Maach had spat. That was
enough.

"Pastisgood,” said Camillo.

"The pastisachain,” said Maach. "Break it. Take your historical whore with the bloody hair, and cut her
throat on some wedding night of the mind. Slough her. Sough the dead.”

Red's eyes were wide. She drew her jacket across her breasts and held it there.
Cardiff stood up.
"Y ou watch your mouth.”

Malach turned. He moved like quicksiver. Againgt thefire. Therewas akind of doubled light. Cardiff
was on his back.

Lou screamed. She would.

Then Camillo had Mdach'sarm, and Maach swung about again and dapped Camillo acrossthe face. It
was the back of the left hand, with the tarnished rings. A crimson stroke gppeared on Camillo's cheek,



hisold man's skin.

"Laat me met rust.”

Camillo shook hishead. A jewe of blood flew away like atear.
Viv hid behind Connor. He made himsdf extrabig, to shield her.
Red sad firmly, her voice shaking, "'Can't you end this?'

"Yes" sad Mdach. "He can. Y ou, Camillo. Take your soldaat, and go. Or stay. But nowhere near to
her."

"Weran," said Camillo, "in the snow. Men, not wolves."

Tinawas pulling aface asif shewere going to cry, and Pig put hisarm round her. Cardiff lay where he
had falen, frowning. Rose and Whisper chewed cards. Lou had sidled off toward the trees.

Thefire crackled.
It might have been any rainy dope of theworld, long ago and far away.
Connor heard the soundless step of giants on the earth.

Where the stairs divided into two, there was awindow with asort of medieval band playing peculiar
instruments on apink sky. The other windows had rose-haired women with harps. Musica
windows—that made akind of sense.

Under the stairs was a big white room with highlights of gold.
Nobody seemed to be there.

Nobbi stood on the floor, looking around at the windows and the pillars. The butler bloke had left him
there and gone somewhere. Trusting. Or else every inch of the place waswired up.

Ashe waited, Nobbi heard alarge dog bark, down in the levels of the house.
Not so good.

The sun came out, and the hall glimmered into rose colors, but then the sun vanished, and it was an area
of shadow.

The anger was building up again. Theway he had been |€ft here, asif he did not count for anything, asif it
did not count what he did, being helpless.

Nobbi bristled and his brown face reddened.
Helet out a shou.
"Hey! Hey!"

He broke off because a man was coming down the tairs. He was old, older than the butler bloke,
dressed in some stagy suit like something from a black-and-white film. His hair was gray. He worerings.

"All right," said Nobbi, loudly. "Which one are you?'



The man halted on the Stairs and gazed at him.
"l am Eric. And you, | believe, are herefor your daughter.”

"Dead right, squire. Got it in one." Nobbi was shouting again. Hisloud red voicefilled the hdl. "Where
thefuck isshe?'

"Michad islooking for her now. With Miranda, perhaps.”
"Miranda? And where's he, the fdler she comewith? Y eah | know about it."
"Camilloisoutade"

"Camillo?' Nobbi laughed. Hisfists were clenched. "Great namesyou goin for. Well, | want this Camillo.
I'd like ableeding chat with him."

Something in Nobbi, which strangdly had the voice of Star, wastrying to tell him to calm down. But it
had al gone on too long. And hewas afraid. Afraid of the two enormous dogs being let out on him, and
of agang of thugs being summoned up. Afraid of thisbloody old weirdo, who might be anything.

Afraid of what hewould see, when Tracy came.

Therewas afed to thishouse. Nobbi could not have said what it was. It was like eyes watching from the
walls and shapes behind the pillars. Bloody crazy stuff, but pressingin.

Just then two more men appeared from aside passage. It was thefirst one, the butler, and abigger taller
gink with black hair. They pulled up about ten feet away from Nobbi.

Theonecdled Eric sad, "It'sin order, Kel. This man wantsto see his daughter.”

"Yes, Mr. Eric."

All right. Two of them at hisleft and the old actor type on the stairs. No dogs. All right.
Then two women came along one side of the sairs.

Nobbi saw them. They were old. Done up in mothy, silky dresses, faces pale as paper, with long dark
hair. Two old women... who were aso young.

He redlized that one of them, the smaller one, was Tray.
Something battered Nobbi inthe side. It was his heart.

There had been all sorts of trouble in the past, the people she got in with. But aways she had come out
to him, maybe scared, maybe defiant or weepy, but dways Tray. Shining and lovely. Not like this.

"What they doneto her?' Nobbi said. Then he bawled, "What they done to you, love? Come here.
Come here quick. I'm here. What isit, love?

And Tray, vampire palein her tresses of coal, Tray al one with the shadows and the hidden eyes, shrank
back againgt the other young old woman. And in alittle voice he heard her say the precious name she
had had only for the Old Girl: "Nan-Nan?"'

"She don't know me," said Nobbi. Did she? His heart did not think so and it attacked him with huge
blows. "What have you done to her? Eh? What you done to my daughter?* And he lurched up the stairs



toward Tray, or toward Eric.

Without a sound, the two waiting men were on him. They had him and they held him. Chrit, they were
strong. Nobbi roared.

On the dope, Maach turned his head.

Connor had heard something, too. Some sort of engine or even music in the house, revved up loud.
Camillogiggled.

And Maach looked back at him.

High up, Ruth had also heard.

She moved dowly about, in awave of hair.

Her dress was dark green, the mantle of awood at dusk.

Shelistened.

Malach wasin her body ill, and in her brain. Maach was her teacher.

Now she knew what Scarabae meant.

Sheturned again, and paced across this room, pale and scarcely decorated, fashioned for him.
On thewall, the stone knife. She touched it.

And from down in the house, akind of rumbling came, like an earthquake at the foundations. And then a
man'svoice agan, liketheroar of abull.

Common sense, not the murmuring of Star, made Nobbi stop fighting.

Heforced himself to relax in the grasp of the two men, the old one and the young one, both so vital .
"All right. All right.”

The man on the stairs said, Y ou can et him go.”

And they did. They released him.

Nobbi was shaking.

In the house of fear—

He had done everything he should not have done.

Helooked up at Tray again. She seemed frightened now. She seemed like Tray.

Of course. It was only her hair, the makeup, the dress.

And if they had got her on to something, well, he would get her the best treatment. She would be okay.
But he must keep cool.

"Sorry," said Nobbi. "Het up. Didn't mean to come on so strong.”



"She's your daughter,” said Eric. He glanced back, and said, "Miranda, she must come down.”
And then another figure came on to the other Sde of the Sairs.

Something. .. Something dark.

No. Only the girl. The one he had seen before. Thefilm-gtar girl.

She poised, abovethem al, looking down at him.

She wore agreen dress and agreen belt knuckled with silver.

"Didn't mean to cause no bother," said Nobbi. He wastrying to bejovidl.

Thefacesweredl s, still. And Tray's face was set, but with akind of human embarrassment now.
Only that other face, the highest one, was odd.

Y es, that girl was on drugs. Her eyeswere blank and black as quags. Pools of paint. Nothing in them.
She started down the Stairs.

"I've come along way," said Nobbi. "I worry. Y ou got to understand.”

"You are her father," said Eric.

It struck Nobbi Eric was agreeing, backing him up.

"Tooright,” Nobbi said.

He had broken out in swest.

Thegirl in green was ill descending, but Tray wasjust standing there with the other woman.
"Comeon, love"

"Oh, Dad," said Tray.

Hefdt himsdf bresthe again. It was the usua voice, the whine of protest and self-judtification.
"Comeon, love. Y our mom'sworried.”

Thegirl in green came down the stairs, all the way. She walked toward Nobbi with a sheer paralyzing
grace, so he had to look at her.

God, her eyes—

"What isit, love?' Nobbi said to Ruth, concerned for her, bewildered.

He had dways liked women.

Her left hand flicked out and there was aflash, like the sun again through the windows.

A spurt of scarlet burst upward and hit the pillars. It splashed over Ruth, into her hair and onto her white
face. Beads of blood on her lashes, blinked avay. Red tears.

"Oh!" exclamed the old woman with Tray. "Oh! Oh!*



Nobbi was confused. Hetried to look around. A violent hiccup tore out of him, and there was aterrific
itching in his head. He scratched, and then the hdl turned over.

Nobbi lay on the floor with the blood gusting from the severed vein in his short, short neck. Hiseyes
were open. He could say nothing.

"Miched," Eric sad.

Michael ran to Nobbi and kneeled down. He pressed awad of something white against the blood, but
the white changed to red.

"Daddy,” said Tray.
Ruth stood over Nobbi, the gold razor in her fingers.
"Scarabae," said Ruth.

Nobbi gazed up & the celling. Hefdt slly. He wished this had not happened. He felt sorry for the girl
with the paint-pool eyes. Then hewasin the car and it was diding away downhill. The sensation was
quite pleasant.

He thought, Poor Marilyn.
"Daddy!" screamed Tray. She screamed again. "'l want my daddy.”

Onthefloor of the hall Nobbi's dead body with Michael knedling there, and Ruth standing totally
moationless

And above, Tray screaming and next rushing down. And then Tray tumbling into the blood. " Daddy!
Daday!"

Eric and Miranda were statues.
Tray lifted her head. "I want my daddy!"
Sounds came out of her that human things cannot make, yet do.

When the screaming sounded in the house, like asiren, Maach moved faster than Connor had ever seen
occur. But Camillo cowered down, and, over by the trees, the idiot Lou-girl put her hands over her ears
in her fakered hair.

Cardiff scrambled up, and Pig and Rose and Whisper dl tried to bolt toward the house.

Connor planted himself on the dope above them, holding wide hisarms, and Viv crouched at hisfed,
snaling.

"No."

They fdl back, staring at each other.
"But," said Rose,

"No," Connor said. "And no. And no."

One by onethey sat down.



The Lou-girl chased off into the oak trees.
The firgt screams had stopped.

Malach lifted Tray up off the corpse and turned her into his body. He held her as she resisted, and the
touch of hishands made her givein. Then she hung against him amoment in sllence.

Shesad, "'l want my lion."
Miranda came and took Tray from Malach, and Tray explained, "My lion. HEs my friend.”

Tray was covered in blood, as Ruth was covered in blood. The blood had covered them, however,
differently. In any case, the blood was Tray's, had made her. Ruth had noright to it.

AsMirandaled Tray up the sairs again, softly, Maach looked at Ruth.
"Hethreatened them," she said.

"Who?'

"That man."

"No," Madach said. "Y ou learned nothing.”

"Yes. The Scarabae. | killed for them.”

"Yourefilth," hesad, "like some plague. | taught you nothing, you learned nothing.”

"Yes," shesad. Her eyes came dowly back to life and fixed on him, swimming, sartled. "Mdach—he
was an enemy—"

"Only afool. But you, with your gold claw. You."

Above, miles high, Rachaglahad come on to the top of the stairs, lone. Drawn by the screaming asif to
some ancient rite. From atower, she looked down and saw Malach standing, warrior in armor, priest in
stone. And the child, Ruth, cringing there in her clothes of green and blood.

"But," said Ruth, "he was—"

"Nothing," said Mdach.

"Then—I waswrong. | waswrong."

"It doesn't matter to me," he said.

Rachadlathought: These words come out of vaults of time. Sooken over and over .
"Madach," said Ruth.

"Don't say my name," he answered. He turned to Eric. "Put her into someroom or cdllar. Where you had
her before. Keep her there for three hundred years. Like Camillo. She can learn that way."

"Mdach," said Ruth. "Maach."

"Not to you."



"But I'myours. I'm to go with you.”

"Y ou're not mine. Go into the furnace. Burn up. Finish."

Tray said, "Miranda, can | have a sweet?"

"Yes, dear," said Miranda. "Lots and lots of sweets. Hold my hand.”

Then Eric must have gestured to Kel and to Michael, because they came together and took hold of Ruth
in her blood.

And they began to carry her, asif to her execution, up the other Sde of the Sairs.
They had incarcerated her before. When shekilled. Then. That time, she was silent.

Now Ruth screamed. Not like the other girl, not like amachine. These were raw cries, to which every
pore of the body responded. The wails of sacked Troy and Jerusalem, the blinded shrieks of Hiroshima.

Malach stood under the stairs, and listened.

Rachadasaw him ligten, hisfacelikeashdl inice.

And then they bore Ruth past her, and Rachadlareached out her hand— "Ruth—"

And Ruth cried, "Madach—Maach—"

Her screams went on, her cries, the repetition of his name. Up into the pinnacles of the house.

"Dear God." Rachagla put her hands to her lips. She wastorn open, asif Ruth had been born again out
of her body. But Ruth now, findly, at last, was dead.

CHAPTER 43
HADES

Through the dark amonster had passed, sucking dowly at the moistureless black milk of the vaulted
tunnels. It was vacuuming up the asbestos dust that clung to thewals and roof. Secret thing of night, no
one must know the poison that pollinated the airs under the earth.

Liketheinsde of awine cask, abarrdl, these passageways, the scattering coils of rails, like carelesdy
cast rope.

The Underground by night.
And now, after the monster had passed, the man came walking.

Malach moved without a sound through the labyrinth of the tunnels. He took another branch, and the
rumbling of the monster died away.

Mice cheeped from their own city of holesand runnéls.

The aromaof this Hell waslike that of an old chimney, soot and dirt and unreal atmosphere heated too
high and inadequately cooled. In places were lights, in others not. Sometimes deep-throated breezes
blew, odored with distant el ectricity, for somewhere atrain had passed, some carrier between the closed
dations.



Malach'sface, now lit, now lost. Impossible to read there anything, not even when thick, choked light
began to shine back on him from the darkness.

Thedink of implementsdong therails, like .trapped miners, tapping with their last strength, for rescue,
which would never come.

Maach moved down the tunnd and entered the light.

A maintenance gang in gaudy dungarees, clicketing at the coils on the ground. Heads turned. A palid
Irish face with sad and smoky eyes, ablack man closed on an anger which would never spesk. Here
they are, trapped in the mine of life, tapping. But who has come?

"Hey, mate—"

Another man nudged the speaker.

They stood aside, to let him go by.

The black man said: "Teaurn next platform. Don't go no further.”

As he passed, Malach raised his hand, and the black man clapped hisown into it. It was a sdute seldom
shared with awhite, but in this case, for some reason, permissible.

When Maach had gone by, the black man found anote of money in his palm, stuck there like a butterfly
wing.

"Mary, Mother of God," said the Irishman.

They stood, looking at the note.

Out on the platform the half-orange-clad foreman in hisvest, gaped at Maach passing down the line.
"Here, you—"

Malach paid no attention.

Theman at the urn shook hisheed. "Leaveit, Eddie.

Beyond the station, another stretch of the dark, and then more lights, and agroup of women bundled in
dungareeswith slver faces gauized in little bresthing masks. One sang in alow and burning voice, "Every
time we say good-bye—"

The song was gtilled. As the maintenance gang had done, the gang of women fluffers stared. They were
the moths beneath the earth who brushed off the dense black powder of shed skin, webbed hair, the
dregs of expiry, psychic shadow and decay, pumped daily out into these curved arteries. They werea
logt tribe, living by night like vampires, in the coffins of the tube.

"Darlin," said oneto Maach, "don't go on no further."

"No, lovey," said another. "Theresadead 'un.”

"She means," said the singer, and her voice was honey, spoiled by rust, "the next Sation, it's closed.”
"Sincethe 1950s" said another, afat woman.

"Not tonight,” said Maach.



Thewomen drew aside. "Y ou ain't with that?"

"No," Mdach said.

"Scum,” said the woman who had not sung. "1'd do for 'em. But we can't do nothing."
"You hear it," said thesinger. "Far off."

"Tonight," said Mdach, "slencewill come."

They looked. The singer nodded. She sang, in amurmur, not like the sea but like some distant train
moving over honey: "l diealittle”

Malach took her hand. He drew close to her, and put down his head until hisforehead rested on her
dusty hair. She smdlled of trying to keep clean against great odds. Never had a man held her, touched
her, asthisone did. Never such aman. And never again.

When he was gone, the one who did not sing, laughed. But then she stopped laughing.
"Look."

They looked at the note.

"Toy-Town money," said one of them.

"Must be"

The dark had swallowed him, the turn toward the ghost station.

"Seewhat | found?' said the fat woman. She held up aman'sleg. It was artificid. "'l found ahand,
Thursday,” said another. The women drew back along the tunnel, towards the urn of tea.

Down here they had always found things. Wine cellars and pits of plague. Skeletons. Once, agreat
dinosaur, removed in portions, stedlthily, not to hat the work of excavation. And there had been
banquetsto prove the safety of the vaulted tunnedls, candelabra gleaming and the chink of thin crystal
goblets spangled with champagne.

And now, the chink of agoblet, up ahead, and the glow of new light.
The money had been the payment of passaging, coinsfor the ferryman.
And crossing over the bone-dry Styx, hell within Hell.

A reddish glarelit the closed station beyond the second tunnel, unveiling oddly the placards and the
posters, half-trangparent with age. Hovis, Ovatine, Pears Soap, girls on bicycles and girlswho swung
from the moon. But they were phantoms now, forced to look on at changing times.

A ring of red workmens warning lanterns, and flung up on the walls, sparking, searing oxyacetylene
torches, blagting in aprimitive fever.

On the platform they had formed the arena.

Men in tailored garments with € egant hand-set deeves, Itaian shoes. Eight men. Onewith hishair held
back in aponytail by aclip of ivory. Onewith acoat of fur. The glint of acouple of gold-banded
cigarettes. Champagne bottlesin vacuum coolers, and shalow glasses. Over the ozone, chimney scent,



the perfumes of rich men. Cologne and aftershave and hair oil. And over that again, dready, amesaty
throbbing smdll.

Thetwo black dogs, barrel-shaped like the tunnels, spade-formed faces, dl jaws, the muzzles off, tugging
and growling. The men laughed at their eagerness.

Asthey let them go, the man in the fur gave the nearer dog asharp kick. It did not seem to notice asit
belted forward.

Thefirst blood came in three seconds.

Its odor went up like hot ail.

The men shouted. They had laid their bets.

The dogs ripped at each other, detached reluctantly and with difficulty.

"G'on!"

Another man, with greenish frogskin shoes, kicked the dower dog back into the center.

The dogs rammed each other, the spade jaws trying to fasten into throats, shoulders. They rolled snarling
and choking againgt the tilework and blood blotched the poster of the Ovatine maiden.

The man infur dipped his hand insde his opened coat, into a pocket which parted obligingly. He was
already hard as arock. He breathed the gladiator stink of sweat and blood, the acidic peppery
exudations of human adrendine under Faberge.

The last man at the platform's edge, stlanding away alittle with his champagne, not liking to be splashed,
saw something white below him on theline. He turned, and there was a newcomer there, standing under
the platform, looking up, smiling.

"You'relate," sad the man above. Hetook in the darkness and the long, long hair. He held down his
hand. ""Can you makeit up?'

The man with white hair took his hand, and putting hardly any pressure onit, leaped up onto the platform.
An athlete. And doors not good enough for him. "Walk through the—" began the man, actualy more
interested in thisarriva than the fight, which bored him. The white-haired man looked smiling into his
face. No one €lse looked anywhere but at the two wrestling, bleeding dogs.

Noises of bubbling snarling, and shouts, curses, reverberated around the station, chaos of sounds.

Maach dammed hisright fist into the man's body, into the spleen, which ruptured ingtantly. The man fell
on the platform. No one saw.

The man infur registered Malach, as Maach came close beside him.
"Pretty coat," Maach said.

"Pedigree cat," said the man. "Bred for it. Cost you afortune." Hewas alittle breathless, rubbing away at
himself ingde histrousers, not taking his eyes off the rolling mass of black and blood and teeth.

When Mdach's hand comein, too, under the coat, friendly, againgt his Sde, he was startled but not
displeased. He laughed under his breath, and then something unbelievabl e happened. He did not
know—an incredible pulling, adidocation and pain—pain—



Blood smashed outward from the wrong direction.
The other men, derted after al, turned around.

The fur man in his coat of creatures went tumbling backward, with agreet red cage stuck out from his
sde. Improvisation of the Viking method, if they had known it, half a spread-eagle, the ribs wrenched out
and bent backward—

The sounds were different now.
Only the fighting dogs, scraping and wringing the juices from each other, did not glanceto see.
Theair had become an oven of roaring and blood.

Two men had grabbed Mdach. He was grinning. He fell backward, pulling them with him, and asthey
landed on the ground he was free again. His elbows went into their breastbones and the double snap
echoed up off the walls. Onetried to claw after him and Maach stamped down hisface like arotten
cabbage.

A smdl man was creeping off along the platform.
They wanted to leave it to each other, to ded with him. So now one came at him with aBuck knife.
"Here, let's be having you."

Malach dived at him, and his head dammed in under the knife-man's chin. The knife dashed, and
cross-dashed over. But it was areflex. Then the man was down, head angled impaossibly, tangling
Maach'slegs. Maach stepped out of him, dmost mincingly.

The dogs werelocked now, silent. A stream of blood ran from their bodies. Blood poured from
Malach's body on the left Side.

The small man ran back behind him, swinging up what he had found, a dedgehammer.
It caught Malach in the .back, ablow that should have cracked him in two.

Malach bowed over, the bresth going out of him in alow anima grunt, like the last noises the dogs hed
mede.

The small man let down the hammer, which was too big for him. He prepared to crow, to the other two,
the man with e ephant tusk holding back histhin tail of hair, the man with the frogskin shoes.

But then Malach straightened up again, he came around like adamaged engine, dow and entirely terrible.
Hiseyeswere dl white, and he reached out and smote the hammer man across the head. The stroke sent
him flying, screaming, back off the platform, sheer acrosstheralls, into the farther tunne wall, and into the
gentle body of the girl swinging from the moon, which silenced him. He dropped with arattle on theline.

The man with the ivory band held up his open palms. The other man whimpered.
"Okay. Okay."

"Not okay," said Maach. Hisface looked older than the skeletons they had once dug from the plague pit
under the tunnels. But he smiled again alittle, asif from courtesy.

The two dogs were finished, or seemed to be. One had closed its teeth in the other's throat. Both had



shut their eyes.

The frogskin man started forward, and tripped over the dogs bodies. Hefell on them. And the dying dog
turned its mutilated head and tore out his throat, suddenly and silently. He had no chanceto cry.

"Youreterific," sad lvory. "Youre amazing."

"Yes" sad Mdach.

"But you'l let me go. Y ou've had enough.”

"If you like," ssid Mdach, "you can run alittle way. The exercise will do you good.”

"You see" sad Ivory, "even if your spine held up when that guy hit you, your ribsare caved in.”

"Arethey?'

"Look, here'sthe money from thefight." Ivory cast over ashower, not red or black now, but blue and
brown. "Don't fed too grest," said Ivory, "l expect.”

"No," said Maach.
"That'sit,” said Ivory. ™Y ou have the money. Bloody dog's useless anyway."

Ivory walked dong the platform, to the place of exit, which had been carefully unbarred. A dull light
shone beyond, less brilliant than the torches and the warning lamps.

Madach looked at the dogs.

The dead one gtill had its jaws fixed into the man. The other peered up at Maach, haf-blinded. It
growled.

Malach coughed, and wiped the blood which came off his mouth.
Then he moved quietly out of the exit, after Ivory.

The corridors were dl whitetiles, like some fundamentd latrine. Thelittle dull lights burned high up, and,
under them, Ivory waswalking quickly now, away.

Not hearing Maach, only sensing him, he glanced back. Then heran, not for exercise.
Maach only walked.

The white tunnels ebbed upward, and came out in ahall. More posters (Bovril, Guinness), these defaced
with old naive graffiti, Kiss me quick, Up the Spurs.

The huge dragon-back escaators, unfurled from the upper gloom, came in motion, ascending.
Ivory had sprinted onto one. He stood, staring behind him, getting watery legs ready to run again.
Malach reached the escalators. He chose another, one which was frozen into time, like the dinosaur.

Heraced. He raced up the dead escalator. And when he was above Ivory, had passed him, he vaulted
the barrier between and came over on to Ivory's side, onto the moving track.

Ivory tried to go down the rocking up-escalator.



After amoment he tipped over on his knees, and the steps carried him upward again.
With no difficulty, Maach was descending.
Maach reached him.

Malach stood over him, and forced Ivory's head down onto the moving tread, so the ponytail of hair was
caught insde. With ascreech, Ivory was twisted around onto hisside. Lying pinned, hishair inavise, he
pushed hishand up over histhroat.

"Don't," hesad.
Malach stood over him ill, and, leisurely, once more they were carried up to the surface of hell.

When they were almost there, and the steps began to level out, Maach crushed Ivory's head over, and
hisface, or parts of it, were drawn into the cement with the track.

Presently, the stair mechanism jammed, but too late for vory.
The echoes of hisanguish died dowly, asif the ancient station was unwilling to let them go.

When Malach went back bel ow, the wounded dog, the only thing left alive, glared up at him again and
growled and davered bloody foam.

In the red and white furnace light the bodieslay, immateria as debris. Only the other dog, the dead one,
had bulk and presence ill.

Malach reached out and the live dog bared its shove of fangs, from which ripped flesh was hanging.

But Maach's hand came down initsrings and blood upon the head of the black dog, and the dog closed
itsmouth. Itsface was ugly with adreadful wisdom surprised.

Presently he kndlt and picked it up. It was heavy and amost inert, and as he stood with it, he caught his
breeth.

Then he held it againgt him and the dog looked stonily into hisface.
"You," Mdach sad, "you | can change."

Hewalked back up from hell, up the broken escalator, over the final body, and out of the little concealed
door, into the city that waslike dl cities, and thetime that waslike dl times, and the agony and tedium
and loss that had no end.

CHAPTER 44

FOR ALMOST THREE WEEKS STELLA waited. She thought, afterward, that she had probably done
this because she knew and did not want her knowledge confirmed. But then, curioudly, hurtfully, she had
not known. There had been no sudden wrenching, no sense of severence. No dream, not even that.
When he did not phone her that morning, she began to fed dightly sick. And thissicknesswent on al her
waking hours, from the second she woke to the moment she dept. That was all. Nothing else.

Nobbi wasreliable. She had dways found him so. If he could not see her, and often he could not, he
would aways cdl her during the week, once, twice. They were sad little cdls, because they were short
and there was nothing substantia in them, only voices. But she was grateful for them nevertheless.



Andif hesad hewould cal, hewould cal.
And if hedid not, then something had happened.

At first shereasoned. He had found Tracy and Tracy had been in a state, which had occurred before.
And Nobbi was understandably taken up with Tracy, and he forgot.

When four days and nights had gone by, Stella suspected something bad, that Tracy wasill or had been
harmed.
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Then, she kept thinking, he would gtill have called her. Evenif only for an ingant. Hewould have let her
know.

And Stellawent on fedling sick, the way she had heard happened to some women when they were
pregnant. Nausea that never went away. She lived on tea and bananas.

In the second week, she began to see that something had happened to Nobbi himself. She began to face
it, gradually. But at the same time she thrust it away. There was an explanation. And, again, she kept
saying to hersdf, she would know. Some spiritua psychic understanding. But she only felt sick.

She wanted to cdl his home. She had the number— that was easy, he was in the book, his name and the
nameof hisfirm.

Firg of dl shewasafraid of speaking to Marilyn, afraid of maybe causing trouble. Because what could
shesay?

But in the end, after nineteen days, she redlized that what she could say was Smple. She was a customer
Nobbi had promised he would do some plastering for—or perhaps not for her, even, but for her
mother...

So then, then she phoned.

After three and a hdf rings the receiver was lifted, and a well-spoken woman's voi ce gave the number.
Marilyn? Surely not.

"Isthat Mrs. lves?'

"No, it'sthe cleaning girl. I'm afraid Mrs. Ives can't come to the phone. At least, | don't think so—"

"Well," Stellawas brisk and businesdike, "it's Mr. Ives | want redlly. He said he was going to do some
plastering for my mother, and we just haven't heard from him.”

"Oh, Lord," said Marilyn'swell-spoken cleaning girl. There was a pause.
"He hasn't beenin touch,” said Stella
"No, well, he wouldn't have. I'm afraid Mr. lves died about three weeks ago.”

Stellaheld the phonein her hand. She had one of those moments granted to human things of fedling the
utter absurdity of the physical body, al physical objects, senses, space, time, everything.

She heard the words in her head in asort of verba dow motion. Mr. Ives died.



Who was this Mr. Ives? Not Nobbi. Nobbi had not died. It was Mr. lves.
Stelladid not speak.

"Hiswife'svery shocked. Y ou canimagine. | think she's going to close the business. So—there's not
much chance of your work getting done. | should try someone ese.”

Stellasaid, "Yes. Oh, | will. Thank you. Good-bye."

Then she put the phone down.

She sood in the middle of the physical insanity of flesh and things, and she thought, But it isn't Nobbi.
Then she Sarted to cry hitterly and violently.

And she listened to hersdf and she thought, Then why am | crying?

Two days later, Stellahad acdl from the library. They wanted to know why she had not comein.

Stella said that she had abug. Her throat had been so sore she had lost her voice. The doctor said she
would need at least aweek off work.

They said she had caused them alot of trouble. No one said they hoped she would getter.
Whichwaslogical, because she never would.
She could not envisage ever going back to work. She could not picture herself ever doing anything at all.

She had felt gppalling grief when her mother died, but somehow she had coped. She had gone on.
Something in her had aways grasped that mothers and cats perished. But obvioudy something in her had
never understood that lovers, too, might die.

She did not dream about him. When she dept for afew hoursin the early morning, her deep was black.
It was adeath, and shewas glad.

It did present itsalf to her that she could kill herself, but even that seemed too much of an effort.

She seemed to be dying anyway. Living on tea done now and water from Evian bottles. She had
stopped feding sick.

Therewasakind of pain al through her. Indescribable, unshiftable.
Sometimes she visudized the heart attack and then she would start up in panic.
But these mirages grew lessand less.

Shedid not believe in the heart attack.

She had theradio on alot, although she did not listen to it. The human voice was aweird unconsoling
consolation, like a bandage on a cut that would never hedl.

Sometimes she heard a London voice that reminded her of Nobbi's. Her tears were soft then, nearly
kind.

Thefollowing week Mr. Rollinson phoned her from thelibrary.



"Thisredly istoo bad, Miss Atkins."
"Go and fuck yoursdf," said Stella, "if it will reach.”

When she put the phone down thistime she laughed. Nobbi would have laughed too. He had said to her,
"Star, if you want to jack that in, I can—waell, you know, I'll seeyou'redl right." He would have kept her
and she would not let him. She valued her independence.

Wéll, that wasthat. No more library.

She had another bath. Like the teaand the Evian, thiswas her only nourishment; two or three baths a
day. Perhgpsaform of menta drowningin fluids.

The plastic duck, Charlie, sat on the water over her breasts, and she thought of Nobbi, and masturbated
in the bath, and came, and wegt.

/ supposeit'll stop sometime.
She thought of dl the widows she had known. Cheery in their black, or not in black.
No, thiswould never stop.

A month after the girl told her of Nobbi's death, when he was presumably long buried—she found it hard
to believein any of that either, the funera service, the burid—acandy-pink Daimler pulled upinthe
street below her window.

It was such afoolish, unlikely sght, it actualy interested her for haf amoment.

She was turning from the window when a youngish man got out of the Daimler, and crossed over the
grasstoward theflats.

Under the bleak sky, he was clad in aghastly sort of acme of elegance, apearly suit, ashirt of faintest
primrose, and atie one shade darker.

As he disgppeared into the building, Stellaknew. And when, quite soon, her doorbell rang, she went to
openitinadazed, limp fury.

Nobbi had had dedlings with people like this. He had never redly told her, but made no secret either.
What did this one want? To bump her off? Welcome.

"Yes?' Stdlasaid. Shewasasight. Life's playful oppositeto him. Elderly jeans, jumper with ateagtain,
unwashed hair, the Mask of Tragedy.

And he. A tan inwinter. A slver wedding ring.

"Y ou don't know me, Miss Atkins. My name's Luke. Used to be afriend of Norman's—Naobbi's.”
"Comein," shesad, "if it won't spoil your clothes.™

Lukelaughed charmingly. " Stella—may 17"

He entered, and, when she did not offer him a chair, sat down beautifully and crossed hislegs.
Hand-stitched shoes of pearl-gray suede. Pearly socks.

"Would you like aglass of water?' Stellasaid "That'sal I've got. | haven't been shopping.”



"No, please don't trouble.”

"It'sno trouble. It comes out of the tep.”

A ghost of distaste crossed L uke's countenance Maybe he always got the nasty tasks.

"I'm not going to beat about the bush, Stella Nobbi's dead. That was arotten bit of luck.”

"Wasnt it just?"

"Hell be missed. But | haveto tell you, we do know that you were Nobbi's friend. His close friend.”
"Hisbit onthesde," said Stella

"We know that he cared for you. I'm afraid we like to know what we can about—our associates.”
"Y ou're from the amorphous Mr. Glass," said Stella.

"Mr. Glass. That'sright."

"He must be cut up.”

Luke amiled. "Ha. Yes. Wdl. The reason I'm here. We wouldn' like there to be alot of fuss, you see.
Upset poor Marilyn. I'm sure you don't fed any animosity there.”

"Areyou?'
"Y ou're awoman of the world, Stella. Sophisticated. No, poor old Marilyn's just gone to pieces.”

Stellaturned her back on Luke and histan and his pearl gray, and looked down at his Daimler through
the window. Maybe someone would come and scratch the paintwork or let down thetires.

"Thethingis, Stella, Nobbi left Marilyn al the proper stuff—the house, and alarge sum of money. But he
also made sure hetook care of you. | haveto tell you, you're alucky lady. We were able to make some

investments for Nobbi, you see. | won't bore you with details, dthough | expect the solicitor will want to.
Theresalot of money coming to you, Stella. | do mean alot. Y ou won't have to worry ever again.”

I'm so lucky. No worries. Nobbi in the ground and money coming.

"How much?' she said. She did not know why. So she could seeits paltry quality perhaps, therein the
wilderness.

Luketold her.

Stellalooked at the Daimler. A dog was sniffing &t it. But no one else had come to damageit. Probably it
wasinvulnerable.

"Yes, that'salot.”
"I hopeyou're pleased, Stella. | know you must fed lousy. But a least—you'll have that.”
"Will 1?'

"Yes. Now that'swhat | want to arrange with you. When you go and seethe solicitor.” Luke undid his
exquisite briefcase. Insde was a Filofax, amobile phone, and apeculiar bulky package. "And there's
this. It'srather slly."



"What isit?'

"Well, it waswith histhings, you see. And around its neck was anote that said Tor Miss Atkins." Luckily,
| and one of the lads went through Nobbi's office—an old arrangement, in the event of—and so Marilyn
never saw."

"Y ou mean he left me something?”
"Well, he'sleft you ahell of alot,” said Luke, clearly irritated for once.
He held out the package.

Stdlatook it. It felt soft. She put it againgt her chest. She would not open it while this disgusting, tanned
pearl rat was here.

He made the appointment for her meeting with the solicitor—the solicitor Mr. Glass had chosen for
Nobbi. It was all to be done so there was no scandal, apparently. No bother with Marilyn. Well, that
wasfine

When the gppointment—would she really go?—was made, L uke uncrossed hislegs.
"Wait amoment,” said Stella

"Yes, Sdla?' He was il attempting to ook happy to serve.

"I want to know what happened.”

"How do you mean, Stdla?"

"What happened to—Naobbi."

"But surdly... He had a heart attack, Stella.”

"No hedidn't,” Stellasaid. She felt something come into her, like new blood, or acohal.
"But he did, Stella. Poor old Nobbi. Just working too hard for aman hisage.”

"And screwing too hard? There was nothing wrong with him. He was strong.”

"Yes, of course, Stella. But—he was overweight. He ate the wrong food. He worked at jobs he should
have |eft to Sandy and the boys. And those cigars.”

"Hedidn't die of a heart attack. Marilyn may think he did. Perhaps you sent him back therein aclosed
box. But | know—I know where he was going.”

"Oh, yes?' said Luke. He waited.

"After Tracy,” Sdlasad.

"y e

"A house" Stellasaid, "afamily. Dangerous people.”
Luke looked down.

Stellamoved back to the window. The dog had not urinated up against the Daimler, but it had shat on the



pavemen.
"You see, hetold medl about it."

"All what, Stella?"

"The housg, the people. Where."

"Where, Sela?'

Stellatold him. What Nobbi had told her.
Thelast time on earth she had heard him spesk.

There was quiet, and when Stellalooked around, Luke had not produced agun or a stiletto. He looked
merely pensve.

"Mr. Glass," said Luke, "avery perceptive man, said it was likely Nobbi might have told you. Y ou being
S0 close”

Stellagazed a Luke. "I need to know," she said. She thought, He's not human.
"All right, Stella. But it down. It'sbad.”
Stella, not because she needed to, but because she needed words, sat.

"Y ou may have heard," Luke said, with an odd casua coolness, "the police werelooking for agirl. About
seventeen. They nicknamed her The Vixen. She got into people's houses and cut their throats, then
burned the place down. A swestie."

Stellahad not heard, or if she had, forgotten, but she nodded, meaning, Go on.

"Well, shesadaughter of the family Nobbi, unluckily, went to visit. Seems she didn't like him. Shekilled
him, Sdla”

"This girl—she cut Nobbi's—she cut his throat—"

"A neck wound. Carotid. Degth's very quick. Not much you can do, if any of them tried. She's crazy.
Long black hair, body like a dream, and mad asthey come. And we... can't do athing, Stella. Not a

thing."

"Yes" shesad.

"He should have |eft well lone, Stella. Mr. Glass— we warned Nobbi."
Stellagot up, holding the parcel Luke had given her. She walked to the window.
"I'd like you to go now."

"Of course, Sella. Just make the solicitor's, al right?*

"Wes"

He went. She watched. She saw him come out on the grass, huffy at his brush with a moron who had not
gppreciated his glamour. As he opened the candy Daimler and got in, he trod exactly in the dog shit.



"Thank you, God," said Stella. 'Y ou are amongter, but you do exist."
She thought of the pearl-gray hand-gtitched suede shoes beyond cleaning, and the stink in the car.

She did not think that, maybe, perhaps, Mr. Glass had instructed L uke, what he might say, if pressed, to
this high-strung, bereaved woman. The thing the Corporation might not do. But Stellawas different, a
hystericd femaeadone.

Stella, not hysterical, opened the parcel.

Sheheld out the stuffed lion before her, then drew itin.
"Oh, my love" shesad, "my only, only love."
CHAPTER 45

WHY HOPE TO BE HAPPY? Before, it had been like atide of water (life), not especidly fast, passing
over her. Not happy. Not un-happy. Indifferent.

There was music and there were books.

Therest was an interruption.

Live second-hand.

And then the Scarabae. Anna, Stephan. Adamus. Ruth. Miranda. Maach. Althene.

The cats sat looking at her, perturbed, for Rachaglawas their priestess and had no function saveto serve
them.

Jacob, black on white, Juliet, adainty monkey, white on black.
They were the salve, not the solution.
At sunst, the hdlicopter would arrive. Presumably.

He had come back from somewhere, Maach. Althene, with medica skills beyond bdief, binding
cracked ribs, stitching long cuts. And Kel had been called, for there was an animd, ablack dog. He had
tended toit, seemingly, and Oskar and Enki had shown no jedlousy, only licking it, calming it. Something
of dl this Althene had told her.

She did not ask what had gone on.
Somewhere, somehow, Maach had spent hisgrief and rage.
But what was stupid Rachaglato do?

My daughter, walled up in the attic again, like mad Mrs. Rochester in Jane Eyre. And my lover,
leaving me.

Sunset. They would be gone. Dogs, Maach, Al-thene.

Good. Let her go. Pervert. Half-thing. No. No. She was perfect. She was like something madein
heaven, even if marriages were not made there. She, he. Damn her. And good-bye.

Rachadla knocked on the door of Eric's room.



Almost to her surprise, he called to her to comein, called her by name, perhaps to demonstrate he had
not been expecting anyone but she.

It had been aclear day, but very windy. Through Eric's windows, which were of dense orange and green
and magenta glass—aforest, knights riding, maidens strewing flowers—the light of |ate afternoon made
colorson an overdl paleness.

Eric sat by alittle chessboard with tiny figures shaped in sllver or bronze as animals. There were herons
for bishops and squirrels and mice and pigeons for pawns. The kings and queens were not lions but cats
with delicate crowns between their leaves of ears.

"Eric, | said before, severd times, | had to leave you. And now | must." Rachaglawatched Eric movea
slver armadillo knight onto ageranium-pink square.

"No, that'swrong."
"I'mdfraditisnt.”
"I'm sorry, Rachadla. | meant the move | had made.”

Rachaglalaughed. She had cometo laugh, among them, strangely, with ease and genuine pleasure. Even
now, the board of little beasts intrigued her. And stopped her concentrating.

"l haveto say," Rachagla said, "this house has been my fortress. But now. Now it'saprison. With a
prisoner.”

"Ruth," hesaid.

"Yes." Shethought, / had this conversation with Ste-phan, the last time. But it isn't the same. And
Sephan isdead. "You see, | understand now," Rachaglasaid. "There's nothing to be done about her. |
accept... what you'll do. There's no doctor on earth who could help her. Only Maach seemed—but
then—" She recalled Ruth dragged shrieking up the stairs. Ruth, screaming for Maach. "And | can't do
anything. | never could. | dwaysdidiked her and now there'sjust an emptinessin me with her name. The
sameasthereisfor Adamus.”

"Yes," sad Eric. Histhin hand lay over thelittle armadillo, like the hand of agod of miniatures.

"And so—I leave her to you. That'sal | can think of or decide. Maybe I'm grosdly in error. Probably.
God knows."

"And Altheneisleaving with Maach tonight," Eric said.
"I'd liketo say | wastricked there. But perhaps | only tricked mysdlf."

Eric sad, "It'sdifficult to havefaith in alover. They possess so much of you. Youre at their mercy. How
can you ever anticipate kindness?"

"Wdl, | haven't had much."
"Noneof us" hesad, "has."

Rachaelafelt an urge to go over to him. Instead she went to the other side of the board, and looked more
closdy e thetiny animals.

She remembered. Had he carved masks once? He had been so silent. A gift of feathersto dead Sylvian.



How he had ordered champagne.
Eric sad, "When do you wish to leave?"
"Assoonas| can. But, I'll need to make some plans.”

"Not necessary. We will provide all you require. By that | don't mean you will betied to us. Go asfar as
you want. But the provisions of our house are also yours. Y ou are ours.

"I haveto concede that. So, I'll agree. | suspect you will anyway. Y ou've put money and possessions my
way inthe pagt, | think. Before | even knew."

"Perhaps." Eric did the armadillo forward. "And now I've trapped mysdlf.”

Rachaela picked up the silver cat-queen, who waited to one side. Poor thing, taken so early and bizarrely
from the game.

"| fed," Rachadlasaid, "I want to bein London. | don't want to go farther than that. London'swhat |
know."

"Thereisalarge apartment,” Eric said, "athird-story flat, overlooking theriver. It could be madeready in
three or four days.”

"Thank you," Rachagdlasaid.
"And if you should want us," Eric said, "we are here.”

Rachaglalooked at him and their eyes met. Dust till lay upon the vivid brightness of Eric's black eyes.
No change. No older and no younger.

“I'm afraid of you, till," Rachadlasad.

"Yes That will go."

"Will it?'

"Time" hesad.

"Oh, time. It doesn't hedl. It poils. Can it do anything good?"
"Therésno choice," he said, "but to continue, and see.”
"Adamus found another option. He hanged himsdif."
"Butyou," hesad, "havenot."

Out in the garden, Rachagla guided the two cats. They investigated every bush and stem, and Jacob
arrogantly sprayed, marking aterritory he did not realize was soon to be atered. Apparently the new flat
had accessto a garden below. She was planning for the cats asfor herself. What they would eat and the
freedoms they would need. Thiswas helpful. She was not quite aone, for now she did not want to be.
She partly fearedit.

Among the windy, bare and acorn-colored oaks, she met Mirandawalking with Tray.

Mirandawas the young woman in her filmy dress, and Tray an lderly lady dressed in black. They
moved hand in hand, so that Miranda could support Tray. In Tray's other arm was held close a



brand-new bright golden lion, awonderful velvet beast, with mane and tufted tail, and sherry eyesthat
sparkled. An old woman with atoy lion.

"ThereisRachada," sad Miranda
Tray smiled at Rachagla. She wasinnocent.

She had gone quite insane, so much must be obvious, but, like Ruth, she was not to be handed over to
any authority, not even to her own mother, to whom the body of the fat brown dead man had been
returned, smoothly by night.

"Tray hasanew nameweretrying," said Miranda. "Tedll Rachagla"

"Terentia," said Tray. She smiled again and seemed pleased. Sheraised thelion and kissed it like biting a
golden fruit.

"It'san old Roman name," said Miranda. "Ah, look." And she bent down to stroke Juliet. Still linked by
hand, Tray or Terentiatoo, bent down. She tucked the lion under her chin and stroked Jacob who
hurried up to beincluded.

Thewind blew savagely against the garden, and the trees creaked like the masts of a ship.
Time... Theworld, a ship upon the seas of centuries, passed on.

Althene did not come to say good-bye again. Rachaela had anyway |ocked her door. She sat between
the cats and the sunset began, cold red under adome of alcohalic violet.

The helicopter dropped from the sky.

Out of the opened window of her unlit room, Rachaela saw the camp of bikersraise their headsto see.
Two of the men got up, shouting and excited. Lou was there, in creased black rubber, and Camillo, just
visble, the white dreadlocks, not turning to look.

The helicopter lighted in the glade, and from the house walked out the figures of the ones who were going
away. Asthe dark filled the common and the lights of the house were unlit, they were like shadows she
could only guessto be Mdach, Kel, Althene. A white shineon Madach'shair. He moved giffly, old now,
as she had seen him last. And the two ghosts of the dogs, unsure perhaps at departure. Kei carried a
bundle in his arms—the mysterious black dog, maybe. And Michagl and Chetafollowed with the few

bags.

Althené's shadow moved strongly ahead. From the bikers camp someone whistled. And another dog
barked, and was hushed.

In amoment they would be gone.

The trees swalowed them, and then, presumably, the helicopter, which rose again like a chariot of fire.
| feel nothing, Rachaelathought. Nothing.

She thought of her mother's body lying initsbox, all wrong, astuffed doll of flesh.

Juliet started earnestly to wash Jacob.

How strange. | feel nothing. And my eyes are wet.



CHAPTER 46

IN THE SCENTED PALACE, WITH ITS PAGO-das of plants and rose-petd lighting, Stellawas
remade. Recreated, as something which Nobbi would never have recognized. An dien. Which was asit
had to be.

There was so much money it was beyond belief, and Stelladid not believein it. She had |et the solicitor,
and then the bank manager, and then the financial consultant, ded with it. They seemed to enjoy this, their
faces glowing with greed. And she sat quietly and gazed at them, from the valey of the Shadow.

Andwhen it was al over, she came here, to this place which promised akind of beauty that Stellaknew
to be adso unredl.

With her she brought asmal overnight bag. There were only alimited number of itemsinit, one of them
thelion Nobbi had left for her, her trueinheritance.

First there was a sauna, and then a Jacuzzi. Then the sunbed, the massage, thefacia. Then they came
upon her hair, her face, her hands. They were like flocks of pretty birds settling on aworm to makeit into
an angel with their beaks. But they were tactful too. Trying her to seeif she wanted chatter, and when
they found she did not, silent and soothing as nurses at a desthbed.

It was a deathbed. The old Stella had been killed, and now the new Stellawas fashioned on her bones.
She saw it coming, bit by bit. She was not amazed.
In the end, they pulled a sort of digphanous and ogous dustsheet off her, and there she was.

Not beautiful, for Stella could not be made into a beauty even by such clever birds. But no longer a
worm of the earth. Winged, now.

Her jaw-cut hair they had dashed shorter, and raised upon her head asort of low comb, like thick fur.
All hint of premature gray was gone, and the hair had the sheen of acrow. Her face was acameo, pale
ascream, lit with atint of blusher, and with two huge black eyesin fans of charcoal and faint slver. Her
lipswere morefull, colored like sweets the world would want to nibble. Her body was soft, taut,
scented, closed againgt dl assault and given to light. Her hands were exact as gloves. Even the nails,
which for the duration of her grief—how curious—she had not bitten, were formed to ovals and painted
asomber terra-cotta two shades darker than her mouth.

Stellawent to the cubicle and put on the white silk underclothes, and then the dress and coat she had
bought.

They were of the same fine woollen materia, and a purple dmost black, the tone of sharks, serpents,
night-things.

She clad herself. She drew on the boots of black-purple |eather.
In the long mirror she saw this other woman, the second Stella, no longer Star.
Dressed now head to toe. Dressed to kill.

The chauffeur-driven car was light gray, the color of the day itself. It glided through the streets and
thoroughfares. There were crowds upon the pavements even in the thin rain. Girlswith canary hair and
boys like Renai ssance mingrels, beggars with broken smiles.



They passed Buckingham Pdace. Such an ugly building, she thought, asif it had just been built.
The parks were liquid green benegath their empty trees.
The driver of the car did not speak, of course.

Then the byways came again, the squadrons of shops, furniture and clothes, food and drink, chemists for
the sick and florists for birth, marriage, love and death.

Sdlasaw it dl asif from high above. The panoply of thiscity. Its grandeur and its deaze.
Therain stopped.

They coasted along aroad below awood, the common? And al at once, she saw the house, that
peculiar house Nobbi had told her of.

It too wasredl.

"Go back to the end of theroad,” Stellasaid. "Wait there, please.”

Shethought, Will it matter ?

She got out and walked up to the house. Not thinking, He did this. Not thinking now &t dl.

When she reached the door, the dabs of the house above her with their blind, inky windows, shefound a
man there in the mud, standing by an unusua machine, a sort of motorbike with acarriagefixed on its
back.

"Herel am," said the man.

He looked about fifty, but very dim and hard, and when he smiled his teeth were good and probably not
fdse

Into white hair, woven in dreadlocks like a black man's, were studded beads like brilliant ants.

"Areyou one of thefamily?' Stellaasked. The word Family had evolved, and stuck firmly in her head.
That, and one other word. The fox word, Vixen.

"AmI?'
"I'm here to see someone."”

"Areyou?' said the man. He wore the leathers of abiker. He touched the bike at the front where ahorse
head was attached. It reminded her in an odd way of thelion.

"Theyoung girl," said Stella.

"Which one?'

There was nothing elseto say.

"The onewith aknife

"Ah!" he exclamed. And then he capered.

Puck, from A Midsummer Night's Dream. Or adevil from Faust.



"You'vecome" hesaid, "for Ruth. Nasty Ruth, but they've locked her up, my lady."
"I'vecomealongway," said Stella.

"Why?

"Why," shesaid, "do you think?'

Camillo looked a Stella

"The rocking horse burned,” he said. "They dways do. The thingsyou love. They die and burn and fal
apart. He knowsthat. Why did he try again? Broke his back. Black dog, but no black-haired girl."
Camillo laughed. "Weran over the snow."

He's mad. Will that help?

"Youll bring her to me" said Sela "Ruth."

"Nasty," Camillo said. "Take her away. Shelll causetrouble, up intheattic.”
"Take her avay—" said Stella. She had not thought of that.

"Yes, you must. That's my condition.” Camillo moved over to the door, and pushed it. It had been open,
and behind it was another door, open too.

Beyond was ahall from a country mansion, the kind the public paid to see.

Stella had not paid and barely saw. She saw adaircase.

"Up there," said Camillo. "I'll show you. But you must take her away."

"All right." Stellaclosed her eyes and then widened them. "I'd like that. To take her away."
"Good. Then hereésthe key."

He held out to her something which had the name of key, and the being of key.

"Thekey totheattic?'

"Oneof them. | soleit.”

"Wes"

"Take her away," he said. He went into the hall., and then turned back and flourished to her acourtly
bow.

Stellaentered the pillared space.

"Thistime," Camillo said. He made a gesture of cutting and chopping.
Then he scampered up the Sairs.

Someone will come.

No onedid.

Stellahad asense of thingswhich hid, asif from her. Of thingsin chrysdis. Moths, spiders, beetles.



Thingsin catacombs, waiting for some night or morning which might never come,

They had climbed the stairs and she had not noticed. There were everywhere colored windows, like a
church.

A corridor. Another corridor. Closed doors. More stained glass.
I'mlost.

But she was not.

Through adoor another staircase, narrow and un-carpeted.

"Up there," said the old man. She could see he was old, now, nearer seventy than fifty. "Just put the key
inthelock."

"I can't remember the way we came.”

"Tough," said Camillo, like ayouth.

He turned and went away, and Stellalooked up the narrow stairs.
| could do it here.

But why not take her, take her away? Would she come? 'Y es, she too was waiting, waiting as the beetles
did. No oneto assist her. And her name was Ruth.

Whither thou goest, | will go.

Selasmiled.

Shewent up the gairs.

Among the oaks and pines, Red was brushing her hair.

Lou sat with Cardiff, sulky in her black rubber like a creased balloon. Cardiff kept tweaking Lou's
nipples. Shedid not likethis, evidently.

Rose and Pig were dozing and Tina had been cooking beans and sausages over the fire, despite the
wondrous medlsthat infalibly issued from the house.

Whisper was rubbing his bike, sensuoudly.

Connor crouched, throwing agtick for Viv. Viv retrieved urgently, trying to distract him, for hewas
tense.

Camillo arrived abruptly.
God, but helooked old. Up from out of the mound, and his death clothes on him.

"It'stime!™ hecried. He laughed asif with glee but it might have been a squawk of pain. "Come on! Get
up, you cunts."

"Here!" howled Whisper.
"Stow it," said Connor. "Viv—bag!" Viv galoped to the Shovelhead and legpt into the saddlebag, the



twig dill in her jaws. "Camillo,” said Connor.

"No. We go. We go. Red girl, Scarlet O'Hara. Y ou come around and get on my horse.”
"J'entends, monsieur."

And Red ran, away to the front of the house where the trike was.

Pig and Rose and Tinawere dready kicking out the fire, Pig trying to eat the boiling-hot food from the
saucepan asthey did so.

"Three minutes," said Connor.

"No. No minutes. Now."

"Okay, Camillo. Up, you bastards!" Connor roared.

But Camillo was gone, after Red, toward the trike on the front path in the mud.

"Con," Louwhined, "dl my suffsupstairs—"

"Leaveit, you dopey cow," said Connor. "Don't you know héell take care of that? He says go, we go.”
"But Con—"

"Or stay here. Stay behind.”

Lou huddled onto Cardiff's bike and he came and swung up before her, bumping her askew.

The others were mounting up. Thefirewas ouit.

The scene was suddenly desolate and ruined, the path of an army which had moved on to victory or
wreck.

Asthey revved the bikes, they heard the trike awake.

Red was on the damson velvet, her hair bloodied by the window.
"Now weride" said Camillo, "now werun."

"I'm here"

"Giddy-up," Camillo sad.

The sound of thetrike altered. It had the noise now of arocket.
"Chrigt," Connor said. "He'sdoneit. The methane—"

They heard the trike take off—amissle—gone.

Connor dipped on Viv's goggles. The Shovelhead rose up on itsrear wheel, awhesdlie. He plunged
forward and away after Camillo up the dope. Viv yipped.

He'skilled it, Connor thought. The fud injection that would take the trike to ahundred and twenty miles
an hour in two seconds, would burn out the guts of the machine. They would find it dead, but miles off.

The Shovelhead dammed down and Connor tore up and over, along the dope toward the road, the



others streaming after, and the black mud flying.
The door opened.

It was not adream attic from a storybook. Somehow, Stella had supposed it would be. There was
nothing in it but for asofaand achair, abed. Thiswas only aroom, with another door that might lead to
abathroom. Papers and books were stacked about. On arail hung some expensive, beautiful clothes.

And by the window, which was of blank white glass, stood agirl, beautiful and expensve, likeafina
garment.

Nobbi's murderess.

TheVixen. Black fox. Desth.

"l don't want any argument,” said Stella, "1 want you to come with me.”
Thegirl moved from the window.

She was pale, she did not look dangerous, or mad. Under her eyes were patches of darkness. Her
mouth was amost white, and very dry.

"All right."

"But | must warnyou,” said Stela, "if youresist, I'll hurt you."

"Will you?' asked the girl. She seemed amost interested.

Her eyeswerefull of wonder. It was like ablack screen parting to reveal adarker, deeper black.
"Don't bring anything,” said Sela

"No."

The girl wore awhite dresswith atight darted waist and alongish skirt, and pal e suede boots.
"But take that coat,” Stellasaid.

"Thisone?'

The girl took up the black coat from the chair back. She touched it, asif it were some dead anima which
once she had loved.

"Do you know me?' Stellasaid. The girl was so compliant, surely Stella had been mistaken for someone
expected.

"Oh, yes"

"Comeadong then.”

They went outsde, and Stellawas reedy for the girl

—Ruth—to make adash for it. Stellawould have broken her arms and her neck. She knew she could.

But the girl did not attempt escape. She stood quietly, attending, for Stellato lead her away.



"Well go down now, and out of the house. Then adong the road. Therésacar waiting.”
"Shdl | gofirg?" asked Ruth.

"Just remember. Don't try to get away from me.”

"Oh, | won't."

Wher e does she think I'm taking her? To safety? Out of confinement. Or does shethink I'ma
policewoman?

Stellaand Ruth descended the silent house, and, asthey did so, the noise came of the bikes flying across
the dopes. But then that faded.

"Thet'sright, Ruth."

Ruth walked before her. Her hair was like asilken mantle. Was this what he had seen, before—
They were on the staircase now. There, she had recalled the way without problems.

Below wasthe hall, and the two doors. And then the outside, the road and the car.

"Soyou know me," said Stella. "Who am 1?7

"Youregoing tokill me" said Ruth.

"Yes. Youreright. But don't try to get away. Do you know why?"

"No. | don't care why."

"Y ou wicked little bitch. Y ou fucking little bitch.”

They wereinthe hdl.

Ruth turned and looked at Stella. Ruth smiled.

Thesmilewas marvelous. It waslike music or asunrise,

"Stop that," said Stella. ™'Y ou have an hour or so of life. But it'll get shorter. Make the most of it."
Ruth's smileleft her and she lowered her eyes.

Stella ushered her through the doors and out and under the gray sky.

"Cantyou..." said Ruth, "couldn't you do it now?"

Selafrowned.

"Youll havetowait."

She took Ruth's arm, and together they stepped down toward the road and the car.
CHAPTERA47

SOUTH-FACING, THE WINDOW WAS ALSO clear. Only at the top, under the arch of the
embrasure, was adender pand in which were set faceted glass jewels, which produced, as the morning
sun passed over initsarc, rainbow prisms which showered the living room. With these the cats, sensing



the infinitesma movement, sometimes played.

The flat was quite modern, with pale gpple-green wallsin the large main room, and a ceiling three tones
lighter. The carpet was dark green and the drapesivory-white with aplant pattern in severa green tones.
There wereivory-white blinds trimmed with dull gold. The furniture wasin awhite wood, that |ooked
unbelievably like the bark of birches. On the table was a huge green glass bowl in which was suitable
fruit, subaqueous gpples and pears, jade grapes, and one sportive yelow grapefruit.

The bedroom was a0 large, and done like the main room, but in blues, with blue and ivory velvet
curtains and pale blue blinds. There was a double bed. In aconcealed cupboard were quantities of
sheetsand pillowdips, even duvets and their covers, in contrasting blues and ivories.

The bathroom was white with awine-red carpet and wine and white towels stacked in a second
concealed cupboard. There werelights high on the walls, shaped like wine-red roses. The window was
inwhite glasswith pink jewds.

Thekitchen wasin pine, very pae, with adventuresin sunshine yelow. All mod cons. Freezer and fridge,
technologica oven, washing machine, dishwasher, gadgetsfor coffee and teaand every form of
pulverizing food.

Modern, yet unmistakably Scarabae. The colors alone.

Had they, collectively, once known great darkness, that now they strove always after thisrichness? And
wasit, if o, only the dark of night?

But shetried not to think of them.

The great south window, which went to the floor, led into a conservatory, which had initidly no plants,
only atessdlated floor (soft emerald and charcoal), and strips of stained glass without pictures around its
top. Thisin turn opened on awide bacony with ahigh brick surround. Ivy grew over it, picturesque, and
bel ow, the house descended quietly, itstwo other floors, into an overgrown garden, with overgrown
plum trees and a choked pool visited by frogs.

Beyond the garden walls the ground tumbled to mud flats, and then into the river, the aily gleaming
Thames, where ducks waddled and swam, and now and then a speedboat would pass with awake of
Persl spray.

Along theriverbanks, on both sides, were attractive buildings, new considered blocks of flats with
Roman tilesand ovas of glass, two churches, some complexes of perhaps an industrid nature, but with
an art deco Egyptian look. From one, the farthest off, a plume of smoke occasiondly lifted, and turned to
rose a sunset. Doubtless unhedthy but undeniably aesthetic.

Themiddlefloor of Rachagla's block seemed unoccupied. At the bottom dwelled apair of couplesin
adjoining apartments. She had seen them in the hdll, polite and smiling but not pushy. She heard no noises
from them but the intermittent soft waft of cello music, or glimpses of a concerto by Liszt or asymphony
of Mahler's.

They had made al perfect for her. As perfect aswas possible.

Jacob and Juliet too were charmed. They climbed down the strong lattice of ivy and jumped to the
garden wall, thence the garden. They sat in the plum trees like racoons or lemurs, tails hanging, and eyed
the ducks on the mud flats.

By the middle of March, Rachagla had bought plants for the conservatory—she had never been ableto



grow things, but maybe now. .. ?—and added amusic center and two portable radiosto theflat. She
had introduced green plants, too, and green soaps and towels to the bathroom, filled the freezer with
exotic food and the fridge with cheeses and salad. She found an orange glass dish and put orangesiniit.

The floor was scattered by cat toys, catnip sticks of "dynamite” with chewed tassdls, catnip mice which
had had their ears eaten off, and balls which were rattled and tinkled around the rooms at three in the
morning.

Onewadl of theliving room was book shelves, and Rachaelawasfilling it. RebeccaWest, Jean Rhys,
Lawrence Durrell, Proust, Shakespeare, Chekhov, Dickens, Hardy, Jane Gaskell, Louise Cooper.

Her taste in books had broadened, but, conversaly, her desire for music had retracted like a bruised
antenna

Then, she found asolution. She began to paint, playing music as shedid so.

She was not attracted to oils, and chose instead watercol ors and creamy gouache. She worked with a
light drawing board balanced on her knee, sometimes leaning forward until her hair brushed the paper
and shemust tie it back.

She suspected that her paintings were effective, if still unformed. She tended to realism rather than
abgtraction, yet with meltings, hints, and candid lies.

What she painted were women. Scar abac women. Pale and gorgeous, with vast clouds of hair. In
amorphous dresses from two or three eras, padded shoulders, flowing skirts. The hands were ringed, the
eyes blinding with lights. They stood at colored windows or walked on heaths. One floated like Ophdlia
inastream, but she was not drowning, only—floating.

There was abank account. It had been opened for Rachagla, in the name of Day, and the documents
sent her the morning after she entered the flat.

She used the money without scruple, and, of course, as she used the money, it was topped up.

Continua letters came from the bank, urging her to inves, to begin this or that enterprise with her hedlthy
account.

Sometimes she walked by theriver, or shopped in the smart streets behind the flats.
Twice, she cried, very deeply, and for along time.

Y et, as she did s0, she stood beside hersdlf, watching.

Juliet came to comfort her, but Jacob, embarrassed, ran and hid.

"What am | going to do thistime?' Rachadlaasked Juliet.

Juliet had no ideas. To her it was al quite easy. Jacob and she were already showing anew interest in
each other, breaking off their play to wowl softly, then washing each other vigoroudly.

Rachaela had known, before Althene got onto the helicopter. Not been sure, of course, but, in fact,
where could be the doubt?

Shedid not blame Althene. It was her own fault. Thistime, it was.

She did not fed anything amisswith hersdf. The former nauseawas not there, no tiredness. She felt well



and vibrant.

Probably she should see adoctor. The socid climate had changed, and shewasin her forties now. A
termination would perhaps be suggested, rather than withheld.

And that wasthe answer.
To be pregnant—to be rel eased.

Not, again, even if now supported in luxury, to go through that long business of carriage, and then that
disgusting pain and indignity. Worse than al that, not again to produce a child. For the last child had been
Ruth.

Camillo hed Ruth.
That was theincongruousthing.

That afternoon, when she had been adeep, and the otherslocked up in their silences, the bikers had fled,
Camillo with them, and when Michagl went up to the imprisoning attic, the door sood wide and Ruth too
was gone.

Rachadla had thought that Camillo hated Ruth. Perhaps Maach's hatred of her had turned Camillo abouit.
Two mad things, out in theworld.

She did not want to think of it. Mostly because she had seen what had become of Ruth, after the murder,
when Mdach let her fal. Ruth had died. Shewas acorpse.

"I'll et it go until April," Rachaglasaid to Juliet. Juliet stared at her with azure eyes. Jacob came back,
haughty, prepared to overlook the outburst. "That will be around three months. | can't tell Eric. They'll
protest and find someway to stop it."

She put her hand over her ssomach.
Weasit dive?

Was she holding in the core of her aliving thing, planning its desth, Rachagla akiller, as her first daughter
had been?

Onthe 1t April, April Fool's Day, the green telephone rang in the living room.
Rachadaranto it, petrified, and could not lift the receiver.

"Don't beanidiot."

As sheraised the green arm the line went dead and then there was the diaing tone.

"A wrong number," said Rachagla

Isthat you, Gladys?

As shewas turning away, the phone rang again, and she dragged up the receiver wildly.
"Hdlo?"

"ThisisAlthene"



Rachadlasighed. It was asif she had been holding her breath for haf an hour. Her legs shook and she sat
down. Jacob pranced onto her lap.

"Jacob's here," Rachaela said, "he wants to speak.”
"Finso glad. But do you?'

"Of course. How areyou?”

"l amwdl. And you?'

"Oh, yes. Very well."

"Rachaela, forgive me. I'm old enough | hate telephones, | am coming back. That is, I'm coming back
today. Thisevening."

"Y ou're—"

"And if you want to, Rachagla, you can meet me. I'll seetoit acar istherefor you at five o'clock. It will
bring you to the airport. It will wait below the flats until haf-past five. If you don't come out to the car it
will drive away. That will bethat. Thisisdl | haveto say. Goodbye."

Rachadla sat holding the phone, which Jacob was using for a scent-marking object, rubbing hishead on it
S0 violently that it was dashed from Rachadlas hand.

Rachadlagot ready to meet Althene.

When she wasfinished, she put down plates of boiled cod for the cats, and refilled their water bowl, asif
shewould be gone along while. That was possible. For what did Althene want?

She had changed the sheets on the bed, and put out extratowes, as she would for aguest. But actudly,
she thought, Althene would want to take her somewhere, some hotel, undoubtedly very glamorous, and
then that would be that. Meeting. Parting.

Or ese, there was some message Althene had been charged to ddliver. By Maach. Or someone.

Rachadla put two bottles of Californian Colombard into the fridge. It was the wine with the taste of
aoples.

She had put on agray skirt and gray waisted jacket over gray silk lingerie and gray stockings whose tops
were patterned with cats.

But concelvably that had been silly.

She did not think about hersalf and Althene making love, because when she had done this before, the
intengity of frustrated need had, as the pregnancy did not, made her sick.

No, better just to takethisasit came.
She ran down through the flats at a quarter to five.

The gentle young man from the second bottom flat, the cello player, was bringing his Labrador puppy in
fromitswalk.

Rachagla stroked the puppy quickly, not giving it enough time to investigate the fascinating taint of cat.



"Haveto fly—"

Outside she waited in the cool melowness of early sunfall. And from the mudin light, thelong car came, a
Ralls.

Shegot in, and the driver, with only amannerly greeting, drove her away.

The planes were coming down like giant winged whales. They went nowhere near the arriva lounge, but
away among sometrees, to atiny airstrip separated from the conglomerate by high barbed-wire fences.

It was dark now and cold lights pierced vision from al directions.

Like somefilm, she thought, when the famous spy arrives with the secret which will save the world.
Althene, the spy.

/ don't feel anything.

She stood outside the car, and after awhile she saw the little plane descend from heaven, onto the little
runway.

It landed beautifully, asif diding dong apeat of butter.

A ten-seater, which, when it hated, |et forth one figure. A tal woman in alayered devastating coat, not
black like her hair, but flaming red.

Red. The marriage color.

Rachadlafdt sck. Shewanted to run away.

Altheng, like fate, inexorably came toward her.

She was s0 beautiful she put out the bloody lights of the airport.

She came straight up to Rachaela and took Rachaglainto her arms.

"Let mego." Althenedid so. "Before you say anything," Rachadlasad, "'I'm pregnant.”
"Ah," said Althene. "So much for the Roman method.”

"l shan't go through withit," said Rachagla. "I want you to understand that. I'm too old—"
"Y ou're Scarabae. Y our body will do anything you want. Y ou can't be harmed, or the child.”
"All right, but | don't want it.”

"That's different, of course," Althene said.

"Y ou understand then."

"Naturdly. Can | kissyou now?"'

Rachaglalooked a Althene. "'l want you to. But then what?'

"My bags are coming. Quite alot of them. More things on their way. Y ou have aflat. The second floor is
aso availableto us. They interconnect.”
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"I mean | shdl livewith you," Althene said. "I hoped you realized this, and that was why you had cometo
meet me. Obvioudy, if not—"

Rachaela began to cry. Thethird time. The tearsflooded out, and were ended.
"I gather it will be horriblefor you,” said Althene.
"l loveyou," Rachagasaid. "Don't leave me."

They did not kiss after dl, only embraced each other. Beyond the chauffeur and the men coming with the
bags and a coupl e of cabin crew, there was no oneto see. And these took them for sisters.

CHAPTER 48

LATE IN THE SUMMER, MALCOLM AND Cherrylyn Lennox went cycling in hilly Covener Woods.
It was very hot, but they had missed their cycling due to Macolm'sfather'sillness, from which, thankfully,
he was now recovered. As Cherrylyn had remarked anyway, with the damage to the ozone layer,
summers were dways going to be this hot, and wintersfull of gales. They would haveto get used to it.

They strained up the dopes, bony with roots, and free-whedled down the other sides, sometimes
laughing. Y ellowed green, the crisp leaves shut off the worst of the sun. Birds were everywhere; they

spotted jays, and even, they thought, an escaped canary.

"Let'sstop in Witch Hollow, I'm starving,” said Cherrylyn, asthey came over theridge, and saw, far off
below, the railway line which ran over the countryside from London, city of muggers and pollution, likea
oreading ain.

Cherrylyn, despite her bicycling, was abig hefty girl, but al her feeding had not covered over Macolm's
thinness. They were an ill-matched couple, who loved each other, and were very happy.

They rolled down into Witch Hollow, that they had named from the Coven of the Woods. Among the
thick weave of the trees, they parked the cycles, got off, and

Ma colm began to unload the food. Large wholemed sandwiches of vegetarian cheese and homemade
pickle, walnut cake, bananas, and a bottle of apple juice guaranteed free of Alar.

"Just got to wee," said Cherrylyn, and giggled. She found most natural functions, except eating and sex,
rather amusng.

She went off decoroudy into the waist-high bracken.
"That stuffsbad for you," said Macolm. They had just heard that bracken was perhaps carcinogenic.
"I'll only be—" said Cherrylyn. And then she stopped.

Malcolm waited, then he shrugged, and went on putting out the sandwiches, cake and fruit, on the
oildath.

Soon the bracken rustled, he looked around, and so was in time to see hiswife emerge, her round face
greenish white.

Though he was thin he was a'so strong, and he managed to catch her as she fainted.



When she came to, which was quite quickly, Cherrylyn was her usud sensible self, athough her face was
now the color of milk and she shook so hard she joggled him up and down.

"There'sadead body in the bracken, Malcolm. It's decomposed. Don't go and look."
"But | must," sad Macolm.

"Why?I've seen it. Honestly, love, you don't want to."

"Yes" Macolmsad. "No, dl right, then.”

"I'll befinein aminute, and then we must cycle down to the village and get the police.”
"Oh, hdl," said Macolm.

"I know," said Cherrylyn sympatheticaly, "but theré's nothing €l se we can do.”

"No."

After five minutes, Cherrylyn was able to stand up.

But she did not risk getting on her bicycle, so they whedled them away through the wood.

The food they left abandoned on the grass, on the dilcloth, and presently the birds came gladly and ate it
for them.

There had been no plan. The car took them to agreat station of hard cement, where colorful shopsin
glass cubes offered chocol ates and books, scarves and roses, and tables stood out on the concourse
under bright umbrellas that were not needed, for in here, therain did not fall.

A train wasleaving for the north in sixteen minutes.

Stellaand Ruth went into the booking hal and Stella bought two tickets for the first-class section.
Then they waked to the train and boarded it. Stellaand Ruth, with only Stella's smal bag.
Thetrain moved. It moved away. Setting out into the rain and the wide skies beyond the city.

At firgt there were factories and little houses and churchyards and huge yards full of lorries.
Stellaand Ruth, sitting facing each other on the an-timacassared seets, both looked at these.

Then, like the past, the edges of the city dimmed and went behind. The dark fields opened, lined by
leafless, mourning trees.

Stellauncrossed her legs and the smart boots hissed.
"Shdl we haveadrink?'
Ruth turned. "Y es, that would be nice."

"You'd better understand,” said Stella, "'I've got acast-iron head. I'm not going to lose my grip. It won't
make any difference.”

"No, | know that."



The man came from the buffet just after that, and Stellalavishly tipped him and told him what was
wanted.

When he next appeared he brought a bottle of vodka, glasses, ice, and red lemons.

After he had gone again, Stellamade the drinks.

They drank in silence for about an hour.

Stellacould see Ruth was like her in the matter of being a sound drinker. She did not change.

And Stella thought for a second how she had got tiddly with her mother at Christmas, and how it had
been infectious, that. And maybe this was too, this cold.

The landscape went by.

"Look," said Ruth suddenly, "there are cows."

Asif she had never seen them. Perhaps she never had.

"WEelIl have something to et later on,” said Stella. "I don't know yet where wéelll get out.”

"We may just see somewhere," said Ruth, "that lookslike the place.”

We're on honeymoon, Stellathought.

We're at one.

Darkness began to come, the impersond darkness of winter night. Although maybe it was spring.
"l want totdl you," Stellasaid, "about the man you killed."

Shewas not drunk. She could see and function exactly. Her hands were coordinated, her brain clear. But
yes, the drink had made her want to speak. Or Ruth had. Confession.

But Ruth said, "I'm sorry, I'm not sure which man you mean.”

"Y ou've butchered severa, haven't you?' Stella said. Ruth nodded. No pride, no complacency. No
bravado. No regret. "Why did you do it?"

"It'swhat | do." Ruth's eyes dropped down under the makeupless pale lids. Her lasheswerelong and
thick and black, like trimmings of her amazing hair. "But | got it wrong. And this man you mean—hewas
the last one, wasn't he? The one who came to the house.”

"Yes" said Stela Her voicewas grit and it hurt her throat.

"I'm sorry," said Ruth, "I thought he was threatening them and that | had to stop him. But he wasn't. | was
mistaken.”

"That won't dter my mind.”
"No, I'm not trying to ater your mind about me," said Ruth.
"No amount of pleading—"

"l won't plead,” said Ruth. "'l want youto do it."



"Why?' Sdlasad.
Ruth sad nothing.

Stellarefilled their glasses, replacing ice, throwing out the old lemon and adding fresh. Two-thirds of the
bottle was gone.

When Ruth took her glass back, Stella noticed for the first time that she was | eft-handed.

"The man you killed had anickname. It was Nobbi. Daft, isn't it. Like some sort of bad penisjoke.
Actualy hewasawonderful lover. And anyway, | loved him."

"Yes," said Ruth. Sheraised her eyes. "Yes, tdl me."

"I lost my mother you see—horrible euphemism. Shedied and my cat died—" Ruth made atiny
movement with her mouth. What they called amoue. "That can be traumatic.”

"Yes" Ruth said, "my cat died, too. It wasvery old. It died inits deep.”
"Mine—yes, minewaslikethat."

Stelladrank her vodka.

Ruth said, dowly, "And then you met the man.”

"Yes, | met himand | wasinlovewith him. | just looked at him and | wasin love."
"Yes" Ruth sad.

"He was married to somebody else, so we didn't have much time together. But what we had was
ddirious—yes, it was. And | used to think he'd leave her. Stupid, perhaps. Perhaps he wouldn't have.
But | used to think we'd be together. And have cats and dogs. And—just be with each other."

"Yes" sad Ruth.

"Maybe even I'd have had his child. It's not that I'm maternal. | just liked the thought of reproducing him.
Y ou see these bloody people, absolute rubbish, and they fill the earth with their rubbish, and they breed.
But the best ones don't have children. Or not enough.”

The train moved. Outside was the night. Now and then adidocated light would gleam nickeringinrain. It
might be anything. A factory, awindow, abeacon on ahill to tell of the coming of the Armada.

"And now therésno future,” said Stdla. "Thereés nothing.”
"It will be s0 easy for me" Ruth said. "I've got nothing, either. And you'l put an end to that."
"Stop asking me to make you happy by doing you in," Stellasaid.

"I'm sorry,” Ruth said again. "And I'm sorry about —Nobbi. | remember, he was short. He had aloud
voice, but then hewas quiet.”

"Quiet forever," Stellasad.
Thewaiter came.

"Can| hdpyou, ladies?’



"Wed like something to eat now," Stellasaid. "Not the usua menu. Something light.” The drink made her
truthful. "Attractive”

"l will seetoit," hesad.
When he had gone, Ruth said, "1 think he changed me. | think | can fee what you mean.”
Stella thought she meant Nobbi.

They sat in slence again, and then the man came back with atray laid with linen and silver. The plates
were good china. There were leaves of green sdlad, endive and lettuce, yellow tomatoes and avocado,
Brie and Camembert, and whorls of biscuits. In a glass bowl were seedless grapes and checkers of
melon.

"That'sso lovey,” Stdlasad.

"My pleasure. Isthere anything ese?!

"No. Thank you."

They drank thelast of the vodka and they ate all the cheeses and the delicate watery green pure food.

Ruth and Stellawere hungry. They told each other so, and how much they liked what they had. They
laughed. And were slent again.

Thetrain began to dow. Outside, the darkness of the countryside.
They looked at each other.

Ruth said, "Shal we get out here?"

"Yes" Selasad. "That's best."

They went into the corridor.

When the train stopped with along and dismal screeking, they undid the door and descended to the
platform.

The dectric lights burned, and, under these, skeletal hanging baskets were, without flowers.
Beyond the lighted station, on every side, teemed utter blackness.

There was no one at the ticket barrier, although it was lighted up. Beyond, ahdf-lit dope of gravel with a
shed, itsdlf unlit, labeled: Speedie Cars.

"What will you do?' said Ruth. "How will you get back?"

I'm going to kill her and she asks how | will get back.

"It doesn't matter. Don't worry, Ruth. Maybe therell beacar. Or | can deep in the wet woods.”
Ruth nodded.

"Y ou could take my coat. It would help to keep you warm."

"No, no, you keep it."



"But | won't need it," Ruth said.

Insde Stellathe sword of pain clove sheer. But she did not swerve. That was her way.
Asthey walked, Ruth came close.

"Takemy am. | liked that.”

"Musgt | do what you like?"

"Jugt thisonce.”

Stellatook Ruth'sarm.

Below the station was amuddy road, and aong this they went and into the great blackness of the night.
Therain trembled.

There were no stars. But the sky had its own color reprieved from the lamps of the city. It was blue.
Blue-black, or purple-black, like Stellas clothes.

There was atrack, and they moved onto it. It pulled uphill, and the woods came down.
Wet woods, il but for the lilting patter of therain.

"How many milesto Babylon,” said Stella. "God, don't you remember funny things."

"I remember dragons,” said Ruth.

Stdladid not argue. Did not even query the statement in her mind.

Up in the woods was the depth of the night. Nothing in motion, but they two.

Ruth halted.

"Shdl wedo it here?'

"Isthere anything—" Stella stumbled in her words, "anything you want to do—need to do—"
"Nothing."

"Areyou ready?"

"Yes"

Stellaundid her bag. Her fingers brushed the lion in the dark, and then she found the kitchen knife she
had brought.

She could see Ruth now, her eyes accustomed to the dark. Ruth had undone her coat, and the white
dress shone.

Stella stepped forward. She raised the knife, and braced hersdf. And Ruth smiled. Lost in the water of
night like anote of music, aglimmer of day.

Stellastruck with al her strength. Through the white dress, the white breast, down, deep down, carving
to the heart of murder.



Black—it was red—qgouted out about the blade, and Stellawrenched it back. It needed brute force.

Ruth was gone. She was down in the undergrowth of the wood, where the termites and the woodlice ran,
down on the mulch of leaves, the sodden fern stems.

Stella peered after her, and saw her there.

Ruth was as still now asthe night. The black blotch on her dressdid not disfigure her, and only from the
corner of her mouth one glowing jewd, like jet, had issued.

The downpour would wash her clean. All white. And tomorrow the sun might light on her. For now, the
choir of shadow and water.

Stella placed the knife in the plastic carrier she had brought and settled it in her bag, careful not to soil the
lion.

Then sheturned and left Ruth there, under the trees;
Thedead girl intherain.



