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The Scholar

She with applesyou desired
From Paradise came long ago:
Withyou | fed that if required,
Such il within my garden grow.

“Shelley

By the end of thefirgt night, he knew that hislodging was haunted. From the night's first minute, he should
have guessed.

A hag greeted him on the threshold.

"M'sre Raoulin?' squawked shein her old-fashioned way. And in the dusk she held high one quavering
candle. Helearned at once by that the interior would beill-lit.

"I am Raoulin. My baggage and chest have arrived?”

"You areto follow me," shesad, like aportress of the damned in Hell, who could not be expected to
have luggage.

"To my hogt, your master?'
She said, "Theres no master here. There's no one here. M'sire No Oneisthelord in these parts.”

Sheled himin acrossablack cavern of ahal, over ablacker courtyard, up an outer Stair, in at an arch,
along two or three corridors, and in the light-watered darkness opened for him awooden door with her
keys. When she had lit apair of candlesin his gpartment, she told him she would bring his supper in an
hour, or if he liked company he might partake below in the kitchen with hersdf and the groom. Plainly he
was not royaty, and she intended him to see she knew it.

Out of malicious curiosity therefore he said he would dine below. She gave him directions he was sure he
would forget. "And mind out, on the &air," she said. "Mind what?*

"For M'sre No One," shereplied, and cackled. She was a cheery eerie old soul.

Raoulin was atal, well-made young man, good-looking in hisivory-ebony mode, for hewas by stock a
black-haired northerner. His father owned horses and cattle, vineyards, orchards and numberlessfields,
and in thelong low house, while the other sonstoiled at the land or galloped off wenching, there was
Raoulin, condtricted by tutors. They swelled hisbrain with Latin and fair Greek, they madeinroadson his
spirit with philosophy and hints alchemica. Raoulin wasto go to the City and study at the university of the
Sachrig.



When the hour came, he was not sorry. He had been set gpart from hisfamily by increasing erudition. It
had come to pass he could not sneeze without being accused of some sophistry or conundrum. For the
City, he had heard it was packed with churches, libraries and brothels. It was the epitome of &l desired
wickedness. teasesfor the intdllect, potsfor the flesh.

The lodging was arranged via his father's seward, who told him only the place had been, a decade
before, agreat palace, the home of the noble house of dUscaret. They had fallen on hard times, through
some palitica out-management, the steward believed. For the mighty families of the City had, even ten
years before, been congtantly engaged with one another, fighting their blood-feuds on the streets and
cutting each other's throats besides in the Duke's council chamber.

Certain members of tribe d'Uscaret were still supposed to live in the mansion. It was said to be
dilapidated but aso sumptuous. A prestigious residence, agood address.

But no sooner had Raoulin ridden aong the narrow twilight street and seen the towers of the manse
arisng behind their ruinoudy walled gardens; the ornate, unillumined facade, like that of some antique
tomb, than he was sure of poverty, plagues of mice and lice, and that the steward of hisfather, atogether
fonder of the other sons, had done him abad turn.

Supper was not so bad, alarge vegetable dish with rice, and a gooseberry gelatine, pancakes, and de.
Though money had been provided for hisfare, Raoulin was not sure he would not be cheated. Asit was,
grandmatucked in heartily, and the bony groom, smacking lips and clacking their three or four teeth like
castanets.

"Perhaps,” said Raoulin, "you might get me some beef tomorrow."

"Maybe, if beefsto be had. And my poor legs aren't fit for running up and down to the meat market,”
replied grandma.

"Then send the girl," said Raoulin casudly. "And by the by, | hope you'll see she'sfed too."
A slence greeted this.
Raoulin poured himsdlf morede.

The groom sat watching him like amotheaten old wolf, dangerousfor al his dearth of fangs. The hag
peered fiercely from her mashed plate.

"Wehavenogirl. Heand 1, isal."

"Then, she'sthelady of the house. | beg her pardon.”

In fact, he had not thought her a servant, not for one minute. It had been atest.

Now the hag said again, "Only us. And yoursdlf."

"And M'sre No One. Yes, | recall. But in the corridors | passed thislady. A maiden, | believe.”

Then the groom spoke. He said, "That can't be, for lef metell you, sieur, therés no other living soul inthis
house saving we and you."

"Oh, aghog, then," said Raoulin.

His heart jJumped, not unpleasantly. He did not believe in ghodts, therefore longed to have their being
proved to him, like the existence of God.



He had of courselost himsdlf on emerging from his gpartment. There were no lights anywhere, only the
worm-runs of windowless corridors on which the occasiona door obtruded. Now and then, from
perversity, he had tried these doors. Three gave access to barren chambers, empty of nearly anything.
One had a shuttered window, another a candle-branch standing on the floor. (The branch was of iron,
worth little. The candle-stubs had long ago been devoured by vermin.) A few other doorsresisted his
impulse. He fancied they were stuck rather than locked. Presently he reached an ascending stair he was
certain he had not seen on entry with the hag. He paused in irritated perplexity, wondering if it would be
worthwhile to climb. Just then awoman appeared and went across the stair-top, evidently negotiating the
corridor which ran pardld to that below.

Shedid not carry acandle, and that he saw her at dl was dueto hisown light, and the pallor of her hair
and skin which caught it. Her gown was of some sombre stuff, high-wai sted as was now not dwaysthe
fashion, and she held her handsjoined under her breast. A tiff silver net contained her hair; it glittered
sharply once as she glided by. That was dl. Shewas gone literaly in that flash. Her face he did not redly
see, yet her dightness, something about her, made him think her girlish.

Anyone else, going over the unlit upper corridor, must have glanced downward at hislight. Not she.
He had lacked the impertinence to pursue.

Hewaited dl through supper to seeiif any reference would be made to the fair passager - he had decided
shewas attractive; she had to be, being mysterious.

"Andif sheisaghogt," he continued, "whose ghost?'

The groom and the old woman exchanged looks. Raoulin had seen such before. The camaraderie of age
againg youth, stupid cunning againgt stupid intelligence, the low against the better who was not better

enough to get respect.

"Therésno ghost here," said the old woman at length. ™Y ou were dreaming, your head full of scholar
books."

"All right," said Raoulin, pleased by the heightening Stygian shade of deception, faithfully observed asin
any romance. "Probably atrick of the candle.”

Returning towards hisrooms, hetried for the fork of the corridor where he had lost himsdlf and found the
dair.

He could not regain it.

Having gone up and down and round and about for quite an hour, having peered into further fruitless
rooms of dust, mouse-cities, broken furniture, he only rediscovered hisrightful corridor with difficulty. His
heart, which had begun by besting excitedly, was now |eaden with weariness. Reaching his bed, thank
God aired with hot stones, he flung himsalf among the sheets and barely had space to blow out the candle
before he was adeep.

Here, unconscious, he dreamed the door to his gpartment was stedlthily opened. A dim shadow drifted
over the outer chamber. He sensed it examining asit went the closed travelling chest, the books he had
aready set out, asmdl reliquary his mother had pressed upon him. Then, entering the bedroom, dl in
black night, the shadow cast around. White fingers, that glimmered in the void, traced his doublet where
he had thrown it down, apurse of coins- he heard them chink - hisdagger - he longed to warn her to be
careful, the edge was newly honed.



Then to the brink of his bed she stole, thisimmoderate phantom.
In utter black, through deep and closed eyelids, yet he made her out.

A mask of Parsuan porcelain floated above himin asilver-grilled aureole-light of blondest hair. As he had
known it must be, the face was lovely, and cool as snow. And the eyes- ! Never had Raoulin seen such
eyes. Wide-set, carved atouch dantingly, fringed with pale lashes, and very clear.

And oh, their colour. They were like the jewels he remembered from a bishop's mitre, two matching
emerads, green astwo linden leaves againgt the sun.

Adeep, miles off, Raoulin attempted to order his body to speak to her. But the words could not be
dredged up from the seg, hislips and tongue refused obedience.

Drowning, he could only gaze on her as she drew aside from him, swimming far away, over the horizon
of night.

One day remained to Raoulin before he must present himsdlf at the university. How he regretted its
brevity. He had meant to use the time in exploration of the wicked City of Paradys, but now amorning
aufficed for this. He visited the markets, and pried amongst the crannied shops, saw the shining coils of
theriver straddled by bridges, gazed on the great grey Temple-Church of the Sacrifice, where he must
hear at least one Mass and report the fact to his mother.

By early afternoon he had strayed back south-west of the City, to gloomy House dUscaret.

In daylight, the upland streets - the mansion was on one of the many hills that composed Paradys - were
not appetising. Nothing fell so low asthe highmost. There were other large houses and imposing towers
inthe area, now gone to tenements, tiles off, stones crumbling, strung with torn washing. In the dleyswas
disgusting refuse. Every crevice seemed to hold debris or the bones of small deceased animds.

Having gained the house by aside entry, to which the hag had given him akey, Raoulin set himsdlf to
megter the building.

He had determined to recover the ghost's corridor, and al through the hot post-noon he sought it, and,
wide-awake, findly found it, too. The corridor seemed redolent yet of her ghostly fragrance. And
shivering dightly, he started aong in the direction she had chosen. Soon enough it gave on afurther flight
of ascending steps - perhaps the spectre had alair... But the solitary door above was disappointingly
jammed - or secured - Raoulin could only concede that this kept up the best traditions of romance.

Then came another fdl of stairsleadingdown, with, at their head, adit of window covered by agrille.
Looking out, Raoulin redlised himsdlf to bein atall tower of the house. He saw the pebbled dope of
roofs, and, to his surprise, noticed the distant miniature of the Temple-Church adrift like apromontory in
soft haze.

Taking the downward stair, he next arrived against alow door, which for an amazement opened.
There lay agarden, waled apart from the rest.

It had been made for awoman, he supposed; even through the riot of weeds and ivy, amap of vestal
Symmetry was gpparent. A garden of more southern climes, modelled, maybe, on the classical courts of
the Roman. Clipped ilex and conifer that had burst from shape, atank of marble al green with lichen and
with agreen velvet scum upon it. The wrecks of arbours were visible, and a charming statue, ayoung girl
inagraceful tunic, holding up an archaic oil-lamp which onceit had been possible to kindle.



Raoulin trod down paths, breaking the skeins of cregper with his elegant shoes, theivy trying to detain
him by clutching a the points of his deeves and hose.

No birds sang in that garden of emerald green. He knew it had been made for her - or that she had made
it her own.

Therefore, he was not startled, reaching the end of an avenue, to confront the bank of yew in which
gaped ablack frontage: the arched portico of amausoleum.

The tomb was not very big, nor very old, quite fresh. He read with ease the name onthearch inits
bannering of stone. While, student-scholar that he was, he had no trouble either with the Latin
undernegth.

Helise d'Uscaret Brought a bride to this House Now at the court of Death below

A huge lock maintained the entrance of the tomb. But, thought Raoulin, leaning on atree, aghost could
pass straight through al walls, of wood, iron or granite.

Usdless then to fasten up his own chamber. Even had he dreamed of doing so.

He wished to be served his supper that night in hisrooms. He did not question the hag. He told her
nothing. He did not even note she had put some morsals of beef into his stew, as requested.

During the evening, he glanced upon afew books, and partly turned his mind towards the morning. But
the Sachrist had lost its stature,

In astrange condition he took himsdlf early to bed, soon after the City bells had rung the Hesperus. (He
would need torise at PrimaHora.)

Helay on his back, besieged by sensudity, and lovely listless desires that had no need to exert
themsalves or to hold back. Lethargy stole dowly but certainly upon him, the harbinger. Sleep camein
drifts, eadly, totdly, before the window had quite darkened.

But she, she did not comeat al.

Though he had been trained to be something of athinker, Raoulin was not properly adreamer. Where he
inclined to poetry, it was the cadence of the moment.

The ghost had failed to keep their assignation, and continued to fail.

Within amonth, unsupplied by anything further uncanny, and by then thoroughly embroiled in the sudent
life of the university, Raoulin had put the green-eyed haunt aside. It istrue that he referred privately to the
house as "bewitched", and even once in conversation with afellow student had described his address as
"d'Uscaret the ghost mansion.™" But the fellow student had only absently remarked that among the
desuetudinous old houses of Ducd times, there were scarcely any that did not have either a phantom or a
curse.

By day the university, which was run rather on the classical lines, worked its clawsinto hisbrain, and
Raoulin caught afever of learning only before intimated. By night he had now friends of the same feether,
unlike hisleery brothers, with whom to go debating and drinking. More often than not, asthe first month
enlarged to aplural, Raoulin did not bother to sup at hislodging, but dined in some cheap tavern with his
comrades, went to a cock-fight, or to watch in their season the street players, who would set up their
stages under the walls of the Sacrifice, or such commemorative plague churches as Our Lady of Ashes.
His head was ether burnished with wine or bright with ideas, the licence or gtrictures of Petronius,



Petrarch, and Pliny the Other, the miracles of Galen. Raoulin was aware he was happy, but wisdly, likea
superdtitious savage in some travelogue of the Caesars, did not name his state.

With the wine-shops and bookshops and passing shows, tempord or religious, he was soon familiar. Not
so after al with the brothels. Some caution from home had stuck, concerning dread diseases, and
heartlessfemalesintent only on robbery. Raoulin had been accustomed to the wholesome but difficult
girlsof thevillage, or to cdibacy perforce.

The ghost had fired hisblood, but that was only to be expected. Women were the Devil's, and if dead or
damned, their power must beirresigtible. Y ou could not be blamed for fancying aghost.

But the phantom came no moreto tickle himin helpless deep.
Instead it was Joseph who caught hisarm and said, "Tomorrow isaHoly Day."
"Good. Let usbehaly,” replied Raoulin.

Joseph laughed, and the dark sunlight of evening glinted on his eye-glasses and the slver tags of his points
- for Joseph was not poor.

"I had another notion in mind. Over theriver isatavern, by namethe Black Smith. Behind liesahouse
which cdlsitsdf the Swveet Cup.”

"Ahha" said Raoulin cautioudy.

"Thegirlsare clean, you have my word," said Joseph. "I've been there.”

"| have atreatise on thefifth humour -

"First come and console the possibly non-existent other four. The world isfor man's enjoyment.”

On the board of the tavern was amighty Nubian -the eponymous smith - who, swinging high his hammer,
was about to crush the noddle of afalen enemy sprawled across the anvil. Raoulin regarded thissign
with interest, disfavour, and amusement. They drank no more than atoken goblet, however, before going
through a hind door and out across ayard. Here aladder had been fixed, seeming to ascend into a
hayloft. "What kind of pastord cubby isthis?' demanded Raoulin jallily: the one goblet had been of the
strong kind. "Never fear, you shal see wonders," answered Joseph.

They managed the ladder and so got into the | oft. It seemed bare, and they crossed in near blackness.
Thefar end of theloft gave them ashut door. Joseph knocked loudly in five spaced raps.

Presently atiny aperture, like the spy-hole of anunnery, was opened, and someone looked out a them
invisbly. A woman'svoiceinquired: 'Who isthere?'

"Two men."
"Areyou thirsty?" asked the voice.
"For asweet cup,” said Joseph.

Apparently all thiswasin the nature of apassword. The door of the brothel came unbarred, and they
were let through.

Raoulin stared. Hewas in alobby, the plaster of whose walls was covered by paintings of avivid and



obscene nature.

There a shepherd disrobed a shepherdess by means of his crook, there amingtrel, his curvaceousviol put
by, gently bowed the naked breasts of alady instead - and there a prigpic faun frolicked with two dryads
in garlands of grapes and vine leaves. Swerving about from this, Raoulin encountered the door-keeper
hersdlf, who was startlingly clad in the draped garment of an antique Roman lady, athing of such fine
gauze that through it every contour, glint and shade of her otherwise nudity might be seen.

Thisnymph greeted them with an Eastern flourish.
"Will you drink of the bowl of joy?"
"Wewill," said Joseph.

The nymph ran her glance across Raoulin. Her eyes were edged with kohl and her cheeks powdered.
Her face had on more clothing than her body.

"Do you know the custom of the house?'

Joseph nodded. Raoulin. his blood thundering in his ears, was prepared to learn it.

From apedestal the nymph raised alarge cup of white ceramic. She held it out before them.
Joseph reached in ahand, and plucked something forth.

"Takeacounter,” he said to Raoulin. "That's how you sdlect your girl."

"What? Unseen? Suppose she's not to my taste - *

The nymph said to him smoothly, flirtatioudy, "Every one of our damsdsis beautiful .

"Whoseword do | have?' (Joseph wriggled uneasily.) ‘What if," said Raoulin, primed still by the one
gtrong goblet, "1 prefer you?!

But just then he became aware of aman sirring in the shadow of acurtain beyond the paintings. Big and
black he looked, like the smith off the tavern sign. So Raoulin shrugged, paid as Joseph did what he was
asked, and took asmall square counter like adie from the cup.

The nymph, while she had not responded to hissdlly, did not seem to didike him for it. She said to
Joseph, ™Y ou know theway, seur. I'll guide your friend.”

Then the curtain was drawn aside (the bully had effaced himself) and they entered acorridor. It appeared
to run back along way, and its Sdes were made mostly of high wooden screens which cresked
mysterioudy and emitted driblets of light. Although the screenswere occlusive, weird shadows had been
flung up on the low uneven ceiling, tangles of writhing knots, like serpents. And there were sounds too,
perhaps like the noisesin Hell, gasps and grunts, squeds and moans, and now and then acry, a

blasphemy, aprayer.

Raoulin wasfilled by apprehension as by lust. They had long since become, these two emotions, mutually
conducive.

Suddenly Joseph dunk aside. He went through one of the screens and was consumed into the abyss.

The door-keeper had not looked at the counter Raoulin selected, perhaps it made no difference. She led
him unerringly, and al a once the corridor was crossed by a pair of aides. These were both of themin



darkness. The nymph halted, and pointed to the |eft-hand way.
"Yes?' said Raoulin uncertainly.

"Yes, m'seur,” said the door-keeper. And reaching up, she kissed him on the lipswith alittle snake's
flicker of thetongue. "The very last of the doors. It's marked with the same mark as on the counter. For
you, something specid.”

Then shewas gone, leaving him dight with the thirst of the house.

Hewent into the corridor and saw that it did indeed have doors rather than screens. The last of these,
blundered on in the gloom, was marked with - what wasit? A sort of mask... Hedid not wait for more,
but pushed at the barrier. 1t swung open with alubricious croak.

Again, Raoulin had pause.

There was a pa e-washed room with an Eastern carpet on onewall, the floor very clean, and lightly
strewn with colourless flower-heads picked for their scent, asin alady's chamber. One felt one had
stumbled into the wrong house. Againgt another wall stood a couch, perhapstoo widefor virginity; yet
otherwise thiswas al the stuff of awell-to-do and pure girl's bedroom - even to the straightbacked chair
and the little footstool. These, turned a fraction away from the door, were occupied.

Raoulin's heart, ready engorged like hisloins, took alegp. Wasit al somejest - some mischief - but how
would Joseph have known - ?

Raoulin closed the door with stedlth, and began to walk silently forward, his heart noisy, and prepared
for anything -

Ashecircled like afox, the posed picture came visible, the chair and the girl seated in it, her blonde head
dightly bent, her face dippered into shadow...

She wore ablack gown, but itslacing, at the bosom not the back, had been loosed, and under it there
was no modest "breast-plate”’ of embroidered linen or silk, only the silken pressure of two breasts. Her
feet were bare upon the stool, and nearly al oneleg, the skirt of the gown caught up asif through
negligence. Her left hand lay idly at her throat, just above the portion of white flesh that rose, swelled and
tugged at the laces of the bosom, and sank down, leaving them dackened. Theright hand rested upon an
object which nestled at her belly. It wasa skull.

Here was amaiden discovered aone and untrammelled, her hem carelesdy raised, but in the most
solemn act of contemplation advocated by the church: dwelling upon the martyrdom of the saints, and on
the persona death. To this shall you come.

But her face - whose face was it?

At that ingant, asif quietly wakening from adream, shelifted her head.
Despite the blondness, and the skull, she was not Helise dUscaret.
Raoulin shuddered. He was dreadfully relieved and sorry.

It was a pretty face, too innocent, with aweak kissable mouth, and cool weasdl eyesthat knew
everything.

She had seen him shudder, and she said in awhisper, "Thinking of death makes me remember life.”



And she took his hands and put one upon the skull and the other upon her |eft breast.
So warm one, and beating itself with aheart, and the other as cold and hard as astone.
"Were only mortd," said the girl. "How congtricting are these laces-

For amoment he could not unclamp his hands, from theicy apple of corruption, the hot fluttering apple of
quickness.

But she released him and drew hisfingersto her laces.

Then, the skull had rolled down into the flowers and he knelt between the bared limb and the covered
one, his hands diding on the treasures of Eve, and her hands, not those of a maiden, everywhere upon
him, so he could hardly beer it.

She showed him how he might have her in the chair, if he swished, and he could not wait another second.
As he united with her, the whole room seemed to thunder. He had not had a girl for half ayesr.

She urged him on with wild criesthat, in histumult, he believed. Asthe spasm shook him, he kicked the
damnable skull, and it rattled away acrossthefloor.

"Have | pleased you?'
"Oh, yes."
"Then... will yougivemealittlegift - ?*

Raoulin frowned. He had paid at the door and reckoned this unsuitable. But then again, perhaps they
robbed their girls here, and it had been very good. If hetipped her, she might let him have her again,
although she had already gone behind a curtain to wash, and she came back with her lacestied, and he
supposed histime with her was up.

He put a coin between her breasts, and leaned to kiss her. She allowed it. But then she said, "I regret.
The Mother'sdtrict.”

'‘Mother - what, of your nunnery?'

The blonde whore lowered her eyes. But she removed his hands.
"Unkindness," he said. "No charity."

"Itisn't my choice. Inaminute | shdl bewanted.”

"Andif | protest, that hulk of adoor-fellow will throw me out.”
She said nothing.

Raoulin straightened his clothes and did up his pointswith surly tardiness. "Thisisachurlish place. | won't
come back. Even the old hag's more friendly at dUscaret.”

No sooner had he uttered this than he was puzzled at having done so. To name hislodging to a chance
harlot would not, even in the nicest circumstances, have seemed sensible to him. But there, too late, it
was sad.

He expected no response. Perhaps she would have the grace to be deef.



But then she asked, in apeculiar tone, "How isit called?’
"What?'
"Your lodging isit? There?'

"Where?' And now helooked up with amerry smile - and met the eyes of aterrified animd inatrap.”
Why - what's up with you?'

"D'Uscaret?' shesaid. "Isit there?'

"Possibly | may have-'

"Youlodge there?'

Shewas S0 insgstent she seemed to drive him.

"Very well, | do. But don't try to make anything of it - '
Before he had even finished, she began to scream.

He stood astounded, without a thought in his head. It seemed to be occurring in another room, this
appalling outcry and madness - for while she screamed she ran about, threw hersdlf a the wals, tore at
hersdf with her nailsin the most horrible way - dragged down the costly carpet from the plaster and
writhed with it on the ground.

As had to happen next, the door burst open. Two roughs, one with drawn dagger, came shouldering
through. The larger, unarmed, man seized Raoulin, while his companion laid the dagger under Raoulin's
e

Raoulin kept quite still. He said firmly, "I did nothing to her that wasn't naturd. We were talking after -
and then this" He had to raise hisvoice, for she went on shrieking, though now her voca chords
cracked. The doorway filled with clusters of frightened or curious male and femaefaces. A girl, clad only
in ashift, pushed by and ran to the blonde harlot, tried to take hold of her and quieten her. It was beyond
her powers. Two others hastened to join the struggle, calling the blonde pet names asthey ripped her
ripping hands from her hair and breasts -

Then the proprietress, the"Mother”, was in the room, a pockmarked frump one would not turn to regard
once on the strest.

"Explain this hubbub.”

Her presence bore such authority, even the demented creature on the floor grew abruptly mute, and then
began to weep. The three other girls cradled her.

The Mother turned her unadorable gaze on Raoulin.
"Wdl?'

Raoulin thought quickly. Only the bizarre truth would do. He rdluctantly rendered it. " - And when | told
her dUscaret - "

"D'Uscaret!" exclamed the woman. Her face had dtered. She did not ook afraid, but awily sort of
blankness was stedling over her, the appearance she would put on for the confessional.



Raoulin took heart. He said boldly, "Thisisn't what | called here for."

"No, no doubt not. There's some superstition, concerning that house. An old curse. I'm surprised my girl
knowsof it."

Abruptly the blonde harlot raised her raw voice in another spewing of screams.
"Bedlent!" cried the Mother. And the screams went to weeping again.

"Let him be," she added to her roughs. And to Raoulin himsdlf, with al the casualness of cunning unesse,
"And you, sSeur, had best get off."

Asthe dabby hands released him, Raoulin caught in the doorway now the wink of Joseph's humiliated
and resentful spectacles.

Crossing the bridge in the torchlight, between one dark bank and the other, Joseph lamented, "I can
never go back there now."

"Do you want to? Wefind it's a hospital for lunatics not abawdy," said Raoulin, obscurely embarrassed.
"Frightening asllly trollop with your foul sory -

"l told no story. | said that name - d'Uscaret - and all the hordes of Hell broke loose. | can tell you, any
fun I had wasn't worth that .

They parted unaffectionately on the upper bank. Laude was ringing softly from Our Lady of Ashes. The
river flexed its gleaming muscles. Raoulin was sorry to have lost Joseph's regard. Probably tomorrow, or
in afew days, they would laugh about the affair.

Y et somewhereingde his head as he climbed the hills, the awful screams of the harlot rang on and on.
One believed she might have seen and heard and done athing or two. Whatever had made her afraid
was something proportiondly horrible.

Going under the Sacrifice, beneath the winged cliffs of its buttresses, he considered hislodging. He
considered the ghost he might only have dreamed. Wasit that?

Some late revellers from atavern roiled by with lanterns. They seemed to have come from another world
than the darknessin which he moved, through which he climbed, and to which he went.

And then, as he entered the twisting aley that led up to the back walls of the house, he saw the black
tower-tops, and the one black turreted tower with afaint greenish firefly-light flickering iniit.

Raoulin stopped asif he had met the Medusas petrifying head. For amoment he could not breathe.

The tower was that which looked north, towards the Temple-Church - the tower into which he had
penetrated the first day, trying its one door that would not open. The tower whose stair gave on the
weedy garden and the tomb.

How ominousthe light looked there, dim and shifting behind its pane of corrupt glass. Did someone move
in the room, up and down?

Had he the spirit now to go in and seek the chamber, to push wide the door and maybe find there a
young woman inachair, her hand upon askull...

Raoulin broke into a chill sweet. To hisdismay he realised he too was frightened. He remembered the



porcelain face of his dream and the cat's-eyes of perfect emerad hovering above him - and marked
himsdf with the Sgn of the cross. "The Lord is my keeper. The sun shal not smite me by day, nor the
moon by night - * And, at the side door, unlocking it, whispered: 'Be not afraid for the terror by night, nor
for the arrow that flieth. ..'

To the kitchen he went, and lit there two of the candles and stuck them on the spikes of abranch. Thishe
carried before him. Somewhere the hag and the groom snored in aged deep. They were not juicy enough
for demonsto chew -

He crowded such ideas from him, and crept like ascared child up through thick night to his gpartment.
And there he locked the door, and there, by the shine of many extravagant wicks, he opened the
reliquary his pious mother had sent with him, and took out the bones and the nails of the saint, and kissed
them.

And in bed he recdled that to go with awhorewasasin and if he died tonight, the Devil would get him.
So at length he dept and had nightmares, but nothing else of the quick or the dead approached.

In the morning came summer sunlight, and the now familiar sounds and stenches of the summer city. Birds
chimed past the window. Raoulin lay in the warm brightness of the reborn earth and caled himsdf a
dunce.

Too timid to go to the tower by night. Well, he would go there presently and smash in the door if he
mud.

It was even aHoly Day, God watchful.

In the kitchen, where he broke hisfast, the hag pottered about. An evil grey cat, thin asastring and kept
for the mice, hissed a him from the hearth like an adder.

"Well, puss," said Raoulin to the cat, "I'm off to watch the priests and processions. Isit afact, granny,” he
added for the hag's full benefit, "they carry aChrist out of the Sacrifice made dl of dabaster and slver,
with wounds of maachite?'

"Go s, sad the hag.

He promised he would, but instead of course made straight for the yard stair and the rooms of the hinder
house.

Again, he had difficulty locating the exact spot. Then on the proper steps, up in the correct passage,
confronting the solitary door, in the dark, doubt wormed under his skin, hisflesh crawled. Until, turning,
he saw - asif he had reinvented it - the dit of window above the garden stair, and day and daytime
Paradys (in which reverentia bells were ringing, to encourage him). He went and drank in thevidta, likea
draught of medicine. Then returned up into the passageway. Here he tried the door again, courteoudly.
Asbefore, it wasimmovable. It was aformidable bastion, too, looked at with an eye to damage. The
timbers were heavy, and thewed with iron.

Dunce again. He had brought no implement to help him.
But then there was the adjacent garden, some handy bough or up-levered stone would do the job.

He was on the garden stair, descending, past the window and into shadow, when he heard anoise
above.



Raoulin clamped himsdf againgt thewdll. Hislipsformed aprayer. He thrust it off angrily. Thiswas broad
day. No non-existent fiend had power now -

What he had heard was the Sigh of awoman's skirt, sweeping aong the corridor. Then his heart roared
loudly enough he could scarcely hear anything ese - until the rasp of aturning key somehow reached him.

The big obdurate door was being breached, and Raoulin could no longer cower therein ignorance. He
went back up the stair, crouching like atoad, and peered above the top step.

The doorway gaped. It was agap of paleness, not dark, a chamber lit by awindow. That was, from this
quirky vantage, dl he could see.

And then, out of the door walked the hag.

Over one arm she bore some bed-linen, and in her other hand a platter on which there balanced a costly
goblet of glass. There were some dregs of murky fluid in it, some brackish wine.

Not looking about, the hag proceeded along the corridor, and as she did this the door swung suddenly
shut, and again he heard the note of akey turning in alock.

Raoulin sat himsdf on the stair. He was grinning, bemused, disturbed, but no longer afraid. Did aghost
require wine and food and fresh linen? Did aghost lock itsdf in by hand?

A voluntary prisoner lurked within the tower. The lady of d'Uscaret was arecluse. They had said no one
lived here, to confound the lodger. But, by the Mass, it was his own father's coin went to feed her now.
He had some say in her doings.

He half resolved at once to burst upon her. The hag must have a secret knock. He would have to batter
in the door, explain the act as anotion of rescue in ignorance. After all, she could not have reported or
complained of his previous attempts.

In amoment he thought better of thisidiocy. There were other waysto come at her. Whoever shewas,
shewas not Helise, the dead bride. He had only glimpsed her, for that dream, he saw now, wasonly a
dream. Perhaps the redlity was old, toothless and ugly. Be careful. He would spy, and woo her dowly, to
seeif she wasworth the effort.

With an abrupt easing of the heart, Raoulin ran up the stair, long the corridor, and off through the house,
which heleft ingde another half-hour. He went to join the throng of the City, the religious processions,
the huckgters, players, taverns.

It was asif he had been reprieved from a severe sentence, but this did not occur to him.

There was a summer storm, the sky the colour of cinders, and the rain faling in remote leaden drops. In
the tavern caled the Surprise, Joseph tapped Raoulin's shoulder, and Raoulin, turning with some
pleasureto pick up their friendship, was only surprised when Joseph said, straight out like a cough or
swear word: "That girl's dead.”

The sentence shocked in severd ways. Raoulin could not sort them.
"Eh?Which girl?* he blurted.

"Thelittle blonde harlot. Shall | say how?" Joseph's spectacles enlarged his eyes like two monstrous
tears.



"How then?'
Joseph sighed. " Shefilled abladder with some corrosive tincture and squirted it up insde hersdlf.”

There was a nothingness then, rather than asilence, between them, while the normal racket of the
Surprise went on al about. At last Raoulin murmured, "How did she come by such athing?'

"Oh, thereisaphyscian for the girls. He practises with the a chemical arts and keeps a cupboard of
ointments and mixtures. She visited him on a pretext, and stole the essence. It may be she didn't
understand its strength.... They heard her criesbut couldn't save her. A ghastly death.”

Raoulin had turned desthly sick, asthough he himsalf had been poisoned. His genitas burned. The room
trembled asis under water. "And do you blame me for this?"

"No! Blameyou? No. And yet."

To his absolute confusion, Raoulin felt the pressure of grief mounting up his sensesinto hiseyeslikea
wave. He rose suddenly, pushing away from the bench, thrusting by Joseph asif he hated him - he did
hate him and was sure the sentiment was shared - and got out into the alley by the wine-shop. Here,
leaning on the masonry, he vomited his drink. Good. Good. He should suffer some penance. Whereto
run? Into achurch? Oh God - what had she reckoned, that stupid little trull, with her sweet face and silly
mouth, and eyes wise to everything except what she would work on hersdif.

He had not even now been able to vomit away the question - Why? or the cause - himself.

It was atruth, he had been spared much distress. He was young, and lucky. Death and illness, misery
and want, the ancient degree of panic itself, were matters apart from Raoulin. He had read of states and
afflictions, in books. But until this hour the wing of night had not brushed him. Scratched by itsmetallic
feathers, he quailed.

Thelead sky leaned on Paradys. Her heights pressed up againgt it in luminescent stabs. Still thewhole
impact of the thunder and the rain was not released.

He beheld above him the dliffs of the Temple-Church. He had gone over much ground, had crossed the
river, without seeing. A crue olivine glare glittered on the holy windows. The processions were done.
Chrigt had gonein again and left the world to sin and savagery, and to al the inexplicable shades.

Raoulin sood a minute on that runnel of path nick-named, by some, " Satan's Way", and did not know it.
Then continued his dreary ascent towards the house called d'Uscaret.

The storm broke loose on the City at midnight, and roused severa thousand deepers, of whom Raoulin
wasonly one.

Hislast thoughts had been of achildish running away. He had wanted to leaveit dl, the City, the
university, the fever of learning, to escape back into the dull safe farm where nothing bad had ever
happened to him, or been told to him in any way he had to credit.

But waking &t the blast of the thunder and the shattering rain flung through the windows, he knew at once
what he must do instead.

There was after al one herein this house who could tell him what had made the name of dUscaret so vile
itkilled.

Raoulin got up and secured the shutters of his two rooms. He had dept in his clothes and now tidied



himsdlf, and drank the deleft with his untouched supper.

Then, with two candleslit on the branch, and hisknifein hisbelt, he took himself from the chamber and
went to seek the reclusein her tower. No longer in the spirit of romance or unchastity. But with agrim

purpose; asaright.

Onthe stair to the upper corridor, something checked him. He had the thought to put out the candles.
Thunder bellowed and the stone-work seemed to whine. What use two feeble flames? He quenched
them. And then, entering the corridor there was candleshine enough soaking out from the hidden
chamber, whose door was standing wide. A figure came from it, dender, high-waisted, hers,

The light she carried dipped, swooped up and formed an arch, afunnel. The dark centre of thelight, she
flowed away and seemed drawn down into the earth - she was descending the stair towards the garden.

With the stedlth of a starving hunter, Raoulin followed.

From the stair-head he glimpsed her below, a spectral creature till, on the threshold of the garden and
the tempest. Then with one blow the howling night quaffed her candle. A rushing filled the doorway - rain
and noise. She was gone into the weether.

Ontheedge of night, hiscivilised self held him back half amoment. Then he too was plunged in wet and
chaos.

The water gushed upon his head and shoulders. It beat him, and dapped hisface over and over, and he
could not see.

On dl sdesthetrees of the garden groaned and foamed like rivers.

The quick-growing weeds which, if trodden down and broken, in aday or night of fecund summer would
reweave themsealves, had formerly concedled any other excursions through the garden. 1t had seemed
unvigted for years. But perhaps she walked here often, under sun and moon, under downpour, in the
winter snow -

He had continued forcing himself forward through the night, and now he glimpsed the great yew ahead,
where the mausoleum gaped from the foliage, the little house of Helise the dead bride.

Theran dl a once dackened, and waslifted up like aswag of heavy curtaining. He heard the fountain
bresth of the drenched trees, and the individual notes of oval glass beadsfaling from branch to branch.
The moon struck suddenly from acloud like a spear. In the entry of the tomb stood awoman in ablack
gown, with dead-white hands clasped upon a dead candle, awhite stalk of throat and awhitefaceina
powdery bloom of hair.

In those ingtants she was uncanny, the dead one risen from her grave.
Because of this, he could not make himsdlf move or spesk.

And then, the shadowy features of her face (like the smudged shadows on the face of the moon itsdlf)
redigned themsalves. It was she who spoke to him.

"Who are you? What do you want?'
A fundamenta inquiry, perhaps afearful one, given the time and place, and since she was not a phantom.

Raoulin took some random steps nearer. There was no explanation he could offer that would in any way



humanly excuse hisaction.
Thushesad, "And you, lady, why did you come herein therain?’

She leaned out of the porch of the tomb at him, her facetilted upward. He saw it was the face of the
dream and that, even in the moon's colourless ray, the discs of her eyes, lent only ahint of proper light,
would flood with greenness, like the trees.

"Who areyou?' she said again.

"My nameis Raoulin," he said, wondering if she had been told of him. That must be so. For she had
come seeking him that first night, and stared into his deep when he dreamed. "And you, demoisdle?' he
added, for it appeared she was young, after al the speculation, and yet, being moon-like, ageless and
old, under her surfaces.

"I?" shesad. "Who am 17?' She lowered her lunar-emerad eyes. ™Y ou may read my name above me."

Helooked irresistibly above her head, and there on the stone banner ran the letters, as he had seen
before: Helise d'Uscaret.

"A namesake of the dead girl," he said.

"Oh no. Thistomb ismine, which naturaly iswhy | visit here. I'm long dead, Sieur Raoulin. And therefore
why should a storm deter me?”

For dl her redlity, her body, her shadow going away from her on the path, again the skin crawled over
his bones.

Harshly he said, "Therain wets your gown. Y ou drink wine from a glass and need acandlein the dark.”

"Do1?Youmeanto say I'm flesh and blood. Yes. But yet, | died. | died and was awarded this black
box. | went down to the court of death asthey so prettily describeit, or so | take the Latin to mean, and
perhaps | decipher wrongly. Y ou are the scholar, Sieur Raoulin. Do | have the message right?”

Hesaid, "Y ou questioned the old woman about me."
Then she amiled.

"It'sbeen many years," shereplied,” sncetherewas any lifein the house. And suddenly, ayoung man
from the provinces. | confessthe fault of curiosty.”

"Do you confess, too, stedling into the room and watching me as| dept?!

"Y ou are unchivarous, sSeur. Asking that | admit such athing.”

"The dead can't expect much courtesy,” he answered boldly.

Her glancing conversation irked, but aso flattered him. She was very beautiful. It was very strange.

"Perhaps," she said then, "perhaps | shdl resolve thisriddle for you. If you have the will and wish to
ligen.”

"What d 2" he sad.

Her eyesfixed upon his. Even in the darkness now he saw that they were green.



"Y ou may not believethe story | tell you. It'sincredible and utterly exact. | cant lie. That ismy -
aonement.”

"I'mdl impatience" hesaid.

"Then, | invite you to my chamber. With me, no codes of propriety remain, to be upheld or sullied. As
you say, the dead can hope for dight courtesy.”

"l won't harm you," he said.

She amiled again. "Don't trouble. 1t's understood.”

She went before him through the garden, the skirts of her gown brushing off rain-opas from the bushes.
Such jewelswere strewn in her hair, grey gemsin awhite web, for sheworeit quite loosely, carelesdly.

Hefollowed her back into the house and up the stair. His pulses begt, ingsting on carnal matters; but his
brain stayed wholly clear. It was not for atryst he companioned this one.

The room that she led him into was unlike the rest of the house. Eight candles burned and lit a painted
floor of squares, and showed the ceiling too was figured with scrolls and smouldery fruit. The posted bed
stood partialy away behind a curtain, and guarded by a chest of carved ebony. There was the window,
to glow its marsh-light on the City. There, abroad fireplace bordered by columns, with apaefirefrisking
init. This, after therain, was solacing. Two black chairs, with footstools, faced each other acrossthe
hearth, a table between with abook upon it, and aso asilver pitcher and two glass goblets of the
valuable kind he had seen before.

He could not fail to be aware this room had some resemblance to the make-believe bedroom at the
brothdl. Or that it too had been prepared for aguest. Madly it came to him that everything that had gone
on, since hisfirg entry to the City, wasin the nature of a dance-measure, and none of it quiteredl, or
what it seemed.

"Be seated,” said Helise dUscaret, if so shewas, and why should she not be so?
He obeyed her, taking the right-hand chair.

In the window-embrasure, another book lay, and alittle casket. Here and there were scattered small
tokens of life, of femininity - ahand-mirror of polished metd, aribbon, aflaxen bud in athimble of water.
(Nowhere, that he could see, askull.) Charmingly, from under the bed-curtain, a satin dipper peeped
out.

And like the attitude of the table and two chairs, theseitems had an air of consdered arrangement.
Into his glass she poured adark wine.

He caught the scent of it, and of her, as she bent over him and drew away. Certainly, shewasaliving
woman.

Beauty. Strangeness.

She seated hersdlf in the opposing chair, and sipped from her own glass avintage like ink. But now he
could seetheimpossible colour of her gaze.

"Beat ease" shesad.

"Your eyes" hesad, asif he could not prevent himsdlf, "never intheworld - so green.”



"Long ago," she said, "my eyeswere not green a dl. That isthe badge of what befell me. The mark on
me. My eyesare my scar, after the battle.”

It seemed to Raoulin he would not move now, not even to raisethefine glassto hislips. Thisstasisdid
not distress him. His mind was dert, to be instructed. Nothing else was of importance.

PART TWO
TheBride

And what will ye wear for your wedding lace?

One with another. A heavy heart and a hidden face,
Mother, my mother.

-Swinburne

A girl isgrown like aflower in the house of her kindred. Sheis nurtured for her hues and perfume. At the
blossoming she will be plucked from her native soil and planted elsewhere. In other earth she will give
fruit, fade, wither, and finish. Thisisal the usefulness of such aflower, the well-born girl among the greet
houses of Paradys.

HeliselaValeknew, as she had learnt her aphabet and orisons, that thiswas her destiny.

Indeed, she had looked forward to the event of her transplanting, once she became conscious of the
future. Rather than be afraid, it seemed to her child-mind like the festival of Chrissmas or the New Y ear,
aseason of celebration, dressing-up, the giving and receiving of gifts. Late to theseimagescame a
dreamlike icon: the bridegroom.

It was not until her adolescence, actudly her saint'sday, in her twelfth year, that this procrastinate shape
a last stepped forward to overwhelm, to crush dl the others, and fill her with pervasive dread.

On that day it was that she heard his name for the first time. What is named, in the oldest rituals of
witcheraft, takes power.

"Herosd'Uscaret,” sang out the youngest cousin.

And at this, dl the elder cousinsfell entirdy slent, asif awind had passed over that robbed them of
speech and mation.

"Whoishe?' asked Hdise.

Shewasafey girl, whose quiet attentiveness led adults to think her docile. She had never been
discouraged in asking questions, for she asked so few.

"You'reto bewed to him," said one of the elder cousins, looking abashed, for propriety had been
breached. "Y ou are betrothed.”

"Am|7?' said Helise, merdly interested.”

But just then one of the most senior cousins came briskly into the room, clapping her hands and frowning.
The maidens were dishanded. Only the Name was | ft.

It was at the hour of candle-lighting that Helise approached her mother.

"I am to marry Heros - dUsc - dUscaret?



The mother started. She was seated in her chair before aglowing hearth (it was autumn, and the nights
dready were cold) idly combing thelong hair of her little lap-dog. At its mistress start, thetiny animal
growled. Hdlise did not like the dog, for it had once bitten her with its sharp rat teeth. She blamed the
dog for this, and not the sickly cosseting and ill-temper of her own mother, which had formed it.

"Wheat did you say, Hdlise?"
"That I'm to marry - am betrothed - '
"Very well," said the mother. "Y ou are. It'sadistinguished match.”

Héelise stood between excitement and disarray. She had dways known her life would dter, but here was
sudden proof.

"Heros," shesaid again,"dUscar - &.”
"'Someone has been twittering,” said the mother. Her sallow proud face was unkind. "Y our cousins.”
"But Mother, mustn't | know?"

"In good time. Y ou mayn't wed tomorrow. It will be three good years before you arefit. Y our father is
drict.”

"But shdl | know nothing of it?'

"The suitor is young enough, twenty years when you arefifteen. Sound, not acripple. Fair, | have heard.
Hishouseis of the best. They've the favour of the Duke."

Helise, at twelve, had dready been in love, with apainting of Jehanus the Baptist on the Martyr Chapel
wall of the Sacrifice. She understood that it was futile to love asaint in such amanner. But since her own
sensudity wasto hersdf undivulged, she did not perceiveit for what it was, and had never realised she
snned in her wild thoughts. In her head she pictured to hersalf the court of Herod, where she saved the
saint from deeth (thereby depriving him, of course, of his martyrdom, maybe of his sainthood) and the
clutches of Herod, shameless Sdlome, and the Romans. She accompanied Jehanusinto the desert where,
respected among hisfollowers, she wove him garlands from the locust tree, tended him in sickness,
swooned and revived in his miraculous embrace, and, in the river to her breasts, was baptised by the
fiery water spilling from his hands. The face of Jehanusin the fresco, formed by an artist of genius, had
often become the subject for some young girl'sfantasy. The .arched throat, mane of hair, and grest
upraised eyes, were tautly luminous with that agony of suffering or joy inherent in worldly pain. Or
pleasure. Kept ignorant, the perceptive ingtincts of Helise had aready been atrifle warped.

It was her whimsy perhaps that Heros d'Uscaret, described, should resemble her first love.
But the Lady laValle would not describe Heros dUscaret.
It took amaid in the closeted bedroom to do that.

Shewas crying, thisgirl, only ayear or so older than her mistress. Helise, having been well-educated in
many aternative aress, beat her maid's hands with an ivory comb, to come at the cause.

"Oh madam - they've promised you to amonster!"
"What do you mean?' said Hdlise.

"There's acurse on that house."



Themaid snivelled, and Helise raked her again with the comb.

"Madam - Satan claimsal the men of their line - and the women. But the men are - shape-changers -
they are things under the skin."

At thisnonsensicd, beastly phrase, Helise left off her interrogation. Her immature mind had now quite
enough to play upon.

For five days shewasin afever and the physicians despaired of her life. Then she recovered, and they
congratulated their own skills.

Thetak of betrotha and terror seemed doughed with illness. It was not referred to. Helise resumed her
former habit, and never asked.

(The maid was gone. There was anew maid, a country girl who was not acquainted with the City.)
What one does not speak of need not be believed.

So Helise continued until her fifteenth year, near the end of which they informed her that, soon after her
birthday, she wasto wed anoble lord of the City, whose name had aready been made known to her. By
then she had al but forgotten the awful words, her fever dreams. Therefore theicy hand that gripped her
heart seemed to have no source.

In the assembled months before her wedding-day, Helise was wan and languid. Her mother and aunts
chided her. Shewould lose her good |ooks and demean her house. She must est this and drink that, she
must have these unctions applied to her skin and those pastes to her hair.

At fifteen. Helise had mostly digpensed with questions. Her native indifference to the outer world was
augmented by redlisation that what might be answered was invariably told without inquiry - and what
would not be answered would not.

At night in her narrow virgin's bed, Helise offered vague prayersto afate that was unavoidable; she
prayed as aman prays to be spared desth. Perhaps delay was possible.

But the months clambered over each other and the wedding-day came hurrying nearer. The bride was
not afforded a single glimpse of the groom.

A priest cameto ingruct Hdlise, aman ederly and superlatively uncomely, as was thought correct in the
case of ayoung girl.

Onemorning, asthey sat in thelaValle vine court, Helise spoke to the priest.

"My betrothed is Lord Heros, the heir of House dUscaret.” It was not a question, nor did the priest
reply. Until now he had somehow managed not to name the name of the bridegroom, though referring to
him aways deferentidly. " Spiritud father," said Helise, looking only &t her knotted hands, "when | wasa
child, I wasfrightened by tales of evil that had to do with -

"Thisisn't the hour to dwell on such foolishness" said the priest. Y ou must think only of your dutiesasa
wife. Bewary, my daughter, that you don't interpose such nasty and aimless chatter."

"But spiritud father, these tales concerned my husband.”
The priest looked as steadily upon the vines as Helise upon her hands. Neither met the other'seye.

Tut superdtition from your mind, my daughter.”



"But father - I'm afraid.”

The priest inhded and expelled anoisy breath laden with garlic and kitchen wine. He said, "There have
been storiestold of d'Uscaret, by the ignorant and stupid, notions ingtigated by enemies of that vaiant
house." Then he paused, asif girding himself, and added, "What have you heard?"

Helise sammered that she could recall no detalls.

At that, the priest seemed happier.

"If you can remember no absolute, how can you fear?"

Hélise attempted to confide that she did not know, yet fear persisted.

But the priest would have none of that. He rebuked her with sins of sdlf-attention and untrust. Would her
loving parents give her over to any tainted man? And did she not have faith in her God to protect her?

Helise sat quiescent under this garlicky lesson, until heleft off and went on with the others.

It.gppeared to her that al with whom she now had dedlings, dl that were caught up in thetrain of the
approaching marriage, adopted an odd manner. Faces she had been familiar with now looked like
masks, and voices did not run .aong but went choppily, with words left unsaid. And how often she saw
the hands rising and falling upon the breasts, marking there a cross. Did the maids stare nervoudy
Sdewaysat her, asif a onewho may be infected with plague? Did her aunt's snging bird go dumb inits
cage at her passng?

The shadow ison me. Am | going to die?

She knew nothing of the red rites of marriage, nothing of sex beyond the untutored flarings of her own
body, which she had obliquely discovered by then were dangerous, asthey might lead her into unchagtity.
Connubidity wasthis: the husband lay beside hiswife dl night in the same bed. Sometimes (so certain
cousins had assured her) he kissed hiswife, even her nakedness, and some men, though surely they were
depraved, set their hands on awoman's private places. Helise had never even seen cats mating. Though
once she had beheld acat in labour, and was gppalled. Later on, hearing her brother'swife shrieking in
childbirth, Helise had had some ideawhy. The angels of God brought the baby. It was God'swill, and
Hiswill also that awoman suffer in travail, the female penance for the disobedience of Eve.

Could it be that Heros dUscaret would perpetrate on his bride some aarming foul act, something worse
even than the embarrassing things that apparently quite normally went on, these lewd kissngs and
touchings -already mentioned.

Ten nights before her wedding-night, Helise recalled precisely what her maid had said to her: " Satan
clamsthem - shape-changers - things under the skin."

Shewokein abath of sweat, and bit her hands with terror.

Paradys turned out to recognise the wedding processions of the houseslaVale and dUscaret, and to
catch the sweetmeats and small money retainers might throw the rabble. They were able to watch
bes des many scores of men on fine horses, dazzling in brocade and gems, some quantities of damsdls
clothed like graces and strewing petals, musicians with lutes and shawms, and pages with banners.

The bride rode on a dappled pdfrey with aheadstal of pearls. The girl's dresswas of cloth-of-silver,
with under-deeves of cream sk stitched with brilliants. Her blonde hair fluttered loose but for ajewdled
cap of dlver daises and sea-green peridots. Her face was white, but there was nothing uncommon in



thet.

The bridegroom's family cantered up, heavy with their colours of sable and viridian. The sgil of dUscaret
was acruel preying bird, perhaps afacon. They were awedthy house, and bullion clanked on
everything, and in thejaunty hat of the young groom was adiamond said to have been dug from the
forehead of adragon inthe Holy Land... Otherwise, the hat, the light, the shade, hid the young man's
face, though he cut a brave enough figure. Hislocks were blonder even than those of thelittle white
bride.

Helise found hersdlf entering the Temple-Church, and acknowledged that the astonishing horror had
arrived, was here, about to happen to her.

From the moment of her waking at dawn, through al the preparation of her person, somehow she had
gonefar off. They had bathed and anointed her and clad her in the silver gown - but shehad been at a
distance, hanging intheair.

As her body rode dong the route on the demure pafrey, the wedding music inits ears, the finery flashing
at itseyeslike drawn knives, her soul wasin atrance.

But now the wanderer had returned, was trapped and must participate. There was to be no escape.

The grey pillars of the Temple-Church rose like tree-trunks of a petrified forest. The roof wasribbed -
theinner belly of some gpocrypha beast which had swallowed the processonswhole. Rays of daylight
pierced through. From amassive window abolt of sunshine streamed and smoked.

An angd of white marble shone out in the path, but did not save Helise. Beyond, the Angel Chapd was
an underwater cave where she would drown in marriage.

And now shewas at therail, and now she was alone but for one who stood beside her.
It seemed to her that no onedse at all wasthere.

No maids-of-honour, no gentlemen, no witnesses, not even the priest. Not even her parents, who had
condemned her.

Only thisother a her Sde.
Something - the priest'sinjunction - brought them to knedl.

Hdise knelt, and her gown rustled and the small jewels clinked againgt the tessdllated floor. And she
heard the scuff of ashoe, the brushing of aviridian deeve.

The blessing was being spoken, the magical water was being sprinkled. Could adevil endure that?
Seemingly yes, for he had not sprung aside, his garments did not singe.

The responses of the Mass drew from her awhisper. At her side amale voice murmured low its clear
Latin. A young male voice, younger than the voices of her father and brother.

Surely, ademon could not utter the responses of God's Mass?

The one beside her had a voice, and now a hand, resting upon therail. The hand stayed Helise, for it was
in shape the hand of awarrior-saint, made thin and strong for the hilt of battle, the clasp of prayer. And
on the fourth finger, an onyx ring.

The priest, having changed the wafersto the flesh and the wineto the ichor of Chrigt, fed them at therall



like two hungry sparrows.
But could a demon take between itslips the body and blood of Heaven?

Now she must stand up again. She must make the correct replies to the questions of the priest. Likedl
questions, in her experience, the answers were preordained, unavoidable. Only questions that might be
answered could ever be asked.

And s0, in afew minutes more, she had been wedded, and had barely noticed, puzzling as she was over
the paradox of the pale hand with the onyx, and the Host penetrating the intestines of one accursed.

Findly the pale hand itself took her own and on to her finger ran acoil of cold metal, to bind her, and the
priest in turn bound her right hand to the pale hand. Tied, she must turn. Or, they turned her.

Handfast, Helise looked at her bridegroom, her husband. There before her, straight and dender, hisface
inahdo of un-coloured hair, was Jehanus, the beautiful, harrowed martyr from off the very wal. Only his
eyeswere dtered. Their beauty had been brought to life with agreen and stellar fire.

Bound fast hand-to-hand with her, he kissed her passion-lesdy with his cool mouth. It was afearsome

kiss, for it struck Helise in the breast and heart, into her womb even, down to the soles of her feet, like

lightning. Asin the Bible, asword had gone through her. She had never known before what that phrase
could mean.

Outside, the crowd shouted. She was put again on to the palfrey. They went up through the City, up to
the mansion of dUscaret. And sometimes the thrown flowers smote Helise, and some wisps of paper,
one of which lodged in her deeve, and looking &t it she saw it was avotive prayer for her safety. But now
shedid not mind. He rode at her side.

The viridian banners by the doors were garlanded with myrtle. This house was black, like asarcophagus,
and the great hall was black, with old charred flags like broken wings drooping from the rafters. But the
candles burned and white damask clothed the tables and he led her to sit beside him.

Helise was happy. Her eyes sparkled and everything had become wonderful. They gave her whitewine
to drink, and on the galery minstrels sang like angels.

They banqueted on fowl roasted with figs and cakes of flour and sugar, milk jelies, fish served in their
armour, dovesin their feathers. There were salads of spinach and beans made into gardens, and castles
of riceand pine kernds, and amond puddings sweet as the promise of life everlasting.

A pageant was performed, displaying the prowess of dUscaret, her knights and lords, their deeds of
vaour.

Liliesfdl from acanopy.

At the table sat the new father and mother of Helise. He was adark and peevish man, fretful, who drank
until huge drops spurred out on his forehead. The woman was like something cut from wood, having only
two dimensions, angular in her tourmaine gown, her siver caul and steeple headdress from which black
spiderspun floated.

What did they matter?

At the Sde of Helise sat Jehanus who was Heros, still and nearly silent, real asall things, given to her by
God.



| amhiswife, and heis-
He was beautiful asayoung divinity. Had she suffered so only to be intoxicated by this ecstasy?

The masgue in the hdl was now of agirl and youth embraced upon an ide on whedls, whiletame
panthersfrisked about - but they were dl men insdethefeline velvets. A dim cry floated on the sea of
ddight: shape-changer .

"Come, madam. Now, lady, comewith us- "

D'Uscaret's maids of honour, the young girls of the house, were urging her bashfully, wantonly. She must
get up and go with them, to the bridal chamber.

Heliserose and let them lead her out. Their butterfly mutters and touches, playful, childishly-naughty,
swirling her through adoor and up an inner stair where brands blazed in brackets. A vast heat was on the
dair, bringing out the scents of flesh and unguents, and above in the curve of ashadow, the arch, the
corridor, great doors carved with facons, through which they dipped like thieves. And there the room,
the room, and the tall wide bed, where tonight she would lie beside her lord.

Now she could reconcile hersdf with dl of it. Y es, she could conjure endless darkness furled in ceasdless
embrace. Hismouth on hers, hisarms about her. And if he should wish more - whatever he wished she
would grant.

The girls of dUscaret, with sighings and nonsensicd acid ribaldries - traditiona thingsthey probably did
not, al of them, comprehend - disrobed Helise and clad her in ashift of samite, combed out her hair and
woveliliesinit. She climbed into the high bed, and they arranged her there like atoy, leaning on the
pillows

At the hour of Matines, the wedding-party bounded up the stair with torches and candles, bellsand lyres,
bringing the hushand to hiswife.

The solid doors flew wide, and between them the uproar surged, the lights and sequins and the blowing
of tin trumpets. The old men making sour old dirty jests, and the women laughing or compressing their
faces. The Lady dUscaret wasthere, like apillar of flint. Her perspectiveless face aso contorted to smile
or grimace, but it waslike adisc of paper.

Before all the horde, the bridegroom. He made the rest into a dumbshow.

They brought him forward to the bed, and the men ingtructed him and the women looked away.
The eldest of the maids of honour bowed.

"Your brideis here awaiting you, m'sre. May you have joy of your night.”

Then, hiding their faces coyly, the maids ran away, and the old men tried to catch them going down the
dairs, so there were shrieks and a scattering of sugarplums.

With asusurrus of trains and mantles, the doorway sucked back the last of the crowd. The doors were
shut.

Heros and Hdlise, done now, in the bedchamber.

She sat inthe bed, asif in abank of snow. She knew she must be shy like the gentle female deer. Her
heart drummed, and she watched him under her lids.



What would he do now? She did not care, so long as he would lie down with her. She was parched for
his nearness, the pressure of his mouth and body. Thiswastrue lust she fdlt, and did not even know it.

But Heros went straight back to the doors, and in came one of his gentlemen. Behind a screen painted
with ahunting or hawking scene, the bridegroom was undressed. He stepped out from the screen
wrapped in amantle, and the gentleman took himsdlf away, and again the door was shut.

And now, now surely, Heros would cometto her.

But, asif he were done only with himself, Heros dUscaret wandered aong the length and breadth of the
chamber. He seemed deep in thought. Now and then he hesitated, picking up some article or other.
Once he stood for severa minutes reading at an open book on a stand.

Helisedid not dareto call to him. To question.
Her suspense becamefirgly painful, and then sickening, as gradualy her trembling warmth died into chill.
Asthough he perceived this, Heros circled once more and snuffed the candles.

A vell of blackness covered the chamber, edge-to-edge, shrinking it to the area of the bed, where one
light remained burning on the chest a the bedfoot.

Heros now moved towardsthisfina candle, it enamelled him upon the dark.
There and then, helooked at hiswife.
Before she could control hersdlf, she leaned from the pillows, asif to hold out her armsto him.

But Heros d'Uscaret, her husband, blew out the candle. And as she shivered there, he got in beside her,
and reclined, with the space of athird person left between them. And he said, "Goodnight, Helise."

Perhaps only minutes|ater, lying beside and apart from him, she whispered, "Have | offended you, my
lord?'

"No," said the darkness.
"But will you not then - ' and here she fatered on her own unspeskable audecity.

After her anguish had gone on for some minutes more, Helise stretched herself out, and visudised that
now they lay together as man and wife should. But her ingtinct knew perfectly well that thiswas not asit
should be. Blindly, her ingtinct clawed at the night while she kept like a stone, but after a century had
passed, she murmured, "But will you not - kissme, my lord?"

This question was answered.
"No," darkness said again. "'l won't do that."

And then there went by aeons of blackness and heartbests like massing tidesin the shell of the ear. After
which HerosdUscaret said, "In the morning, Helise, you must take a pin and make your finger bleed.
Stain the sheet with it, and your shift. That'sfor the showing, to prove your virginity is gone. Without that
your lifewill be miserable here. More miserable than necessary. Do you understand?”

Shedid not, of course. Of course she said that she did.

There were ahundred things - she did not know how they must be expressed. She lay in black silence,



until he added, "Go to deep now.” And then shelay awake dl night until the dawn.
"Well, demoaisdlle. Do you please my son?"

Helise, abride of eight days, gazed modestly on the ground. Eventually she found somewords. "I try to,

"Come, lift your head. | cantell aliar by hiseyes.”

Heliselifted her head, but not her gaze.

"Look up,” said theimplacable Lady dUscaret.

Heliselooked up. Just like her other mother, thisonein her inlaid chair, but having no lap-dog.

The eyes of the second mother were black. Her dark hair was imprisoned within a birdcage of
slver-wire, with aband of nacre across her palid forehead. Everything was hardness, even the folds of
her gown seemed hacked from sted!.

"You'reafraid of me, Helise," pronounced dUscaret's lady. "But that's asit should be. Y our family'srich,
but has no history, in comparison with this house. Beside my own lineage, your nameisatitle writtenin
sand." Helise might have been surprised; aready, not interpreting, she had seen that the new mother
despised her own husband. But the new mother continued. "I too am by birth ad'Uscaret. But of the
elder line. We may trace our roots to the days of the emperors at Rome. My lord is of the lesser branch.
My blood kin are dead. A plague...” She paused, her eyes not softened but made adamant by memory
or hitterness. "Perhaps you've heard legends of the dUscaret? These concern my kindred." (Helise could
not ascertain if thisboast concerned legends of might, or myths of - other things.) 'l done am left. And
my son. My sonisd'Uscaret. He has the sign oh him. Hisfairness. Hiswonderful eyes. Once, my own
eyes... Do you love my son?' said the Lady of dUscaret asif she spoke of dross.

Helise bowed her head again.

"Madam, yes"

"Naturally. How could it be otherwise. But to you heisindifferent. Am | correct?"
HeUse wavered between shame and fright.

"Oh," said the hard woman, as she would flick afly from her gown, "you are serviceable. Y ou may
entertain his nights and bear him aboy or two. But that's adl. His brood-mare."

Helise stared at the flags asif at the gate of Hades.

"Poor little mite," said Lady d'Uscaret, without compassion. "At least you have thewit to know heisa
god, and far above you. Y ou won't annoy him, | believe. Never do that. It was amarriage of
convenience. Y ou brought cash, and we thank you, Helise. Remember your place here. Y ou are a pretty
beetle we keep to amuse us now and then." She leaned her snake's head thoughtfully upon her bone
hand. "Go away."

And Helise gathered up her skirts and hastened from the room.

Theworld was asit dways had been, incomprehensible, unyielding. She had her part. A lesser part
perhaps, here. She had fundamentally as much sway over the house as had her brother'swife at laValle.
If shewasdutiful, and did not thwart them, they would not chastise her.



The humble were the eect of God. Did not the priests teach so, in their gemmed, kingly robes, from their
towering pulpits.

Helise spent her daysin ladylike domestic forms. She embroidered, she pressed flowers. She had no
talent for music, and reading soon tired her. At the proper times she heard Masswith the household in
the family chapel. Food might have been adiversion but she had no appetite.

At dinner, sometimes she saw her husband.

Generdly the great ancestra hall was not employed, dUscaret dined in aparlour of pandled walls,
where were displayed some paintings on classical and religious subjects. Above the table, whose legs
were in the shape of eagles, three slver herb-censers depended from the ceiling, with aromatics burning
over charcod, to perfumetheair. All dUscaret that was present in the house assembled here, in this
show-place, with their house dogslying at their feet, and the tame monkey of the lord's brother eating
candied cucumber or running about the length of its leash.

If he should be there, Heros was seated beside Helise. But sometimes he had gone hawking, beyond
Paradys, or to some library, or cloister, or to another house. Sometimes father, uncle, and son were dl of
them absent, at the Duke'stable.

She seldom saw her lord during the day in any case. As, by then, she saw him seldom at night.

Thefirst month he did spend with her, prosirate every night at her side. She would lie degpless most of
the hours, tortured by nervous cramps, afraid to be restless. Hearing the level breathing of hisdeep, the
dim bells of Matines and Laude, sometimesthe reborn bell of PrimaHora. If she ever fell adeep it would
be towards the dawn, and waking when the sky was light, she would see he had aready |€eft her.

She had stained the sheet as he had told her to, that initid morning, with the blood of her finger. She had
had to force hersdlf to prick her skin with the point, for she was, that way, acoward. She did it to
content Heros, ignorant asto why. Were they then supposed to have acted out together somerite of
viciousness and tearing, to cause blood. Was she fortunate to have been spared?

After one month, he did not cometo deep by her often, maybe every eight or ten days. Foolishly, when
he entered the room, and when his gentleman unclothed him behind the screen, Helise hoped - but did
not know for what. For akiss, an embrace?

He gave her nothing, no more than in the beginning. Usudly he would bid her goodnight, as he would
greet her when he met her at dinner. They exchanged few other words, and a night none at al.

In the third month of her life at dUscaret, an elderly woman of the house cameto Helisein the small
square chamber dlocated her sitting-room, that lay off the blank bed-chamber.

The woman was bustling and beady-eyed. She seemed respected in the house, and sat at dinner with the
family. Her position Helise had never been certain of, but had once or twice heard her referred to.
"Consult Ysanneif you il have your cough.” Or, "Hush, that's ametter for old Y sanne.”

Now the old woman, who was fat, and wrapped her head in an Eastern turban of silk, sat acrossthe
firdess hearth and watched Helise, until the young girl turned hot and cold together.

"Have you noticed anything?' said old Y sanne at length, in agossipy tone.
Helise could only look.

"Come, come," said Y sanne. " Speak out. Do you vomit in the morning, or at certain foods? Have your



courses stopped or grown erratic?’
Helise suddenly became aware that sickness and the stoppage of blood implied a gift of pregnancy.

She shook her head. Here was another failing. And yet (she had randomly grasped enough) she
suspected the fault was not al her own. There was something which occurred between the husband and
the wife, in bed, some sorcerous communion or vow, which invoked children.

Y sanne now got up again, and said, ™Y ou know you must give your husband an heir?' Helisedid not
reply. What could she say?"Timid," said Y sanne. " The young wife must overcome her blushes and
cherish her lord. Y ou mustn't shrink from anything he wishes."

Helisefdt fant. It wasterrified lust, dthough she did not know it.
After alitter of more meaningless admonishments, old Y sanne went flat-footedly ouit.

Hélise, as she had not done before, broke into sobs and tears. She even prayed, although she had long
accepted God did not listen. Who else wasthere to talk to?

Then, in her abject wretchedness, when she could think of no shelter and no friend whose counsdl she
might seek, piercing her like the awl, her inner heart told her what she should do. She must runto him, to
the one who never spoke to her, who never or rarely lay beside her, to he who wasthe cause of all her
hurt, for he was aso her love, thereason she had lived &t all.

The decision of unthinking love was an insanity and it made her bold, perhapsfor thefirst timein her
exigence.

Sheleft her futile stitchery, and waked dowly, asif with an invited purpose, up through the house.

She had begun to learn its thoroughfares dmost by default. She knew the Situation of that other room, in
which her lord dept, when not with hiswife. She must go northerly, towards the most ancient portion of
the building. She passed servants, but none chalenged her. To them, shewas alady, afacet of
dUscaret, however dight. Long corridors|it by windows, hung with tapestry, and quartered with carven
benches, gave on thinner darker lanes, whose windows had no glass but only bars, whose occasiona
tapestries rotted. No longer did any servants appear. There wasadull silence. Y et she did not lose her
way. For in the wilderness there was still some sign of habitation, or passage. Here and there alandmark
of agreat chest, even the mossy blackened hangings - for € sewhere the corridors were closed by grilles
of spiderweb, thefloors seas of dust - empty of anything human, limitlesdy undisturbed.

So shefound her way to atwisting stair she had once or twice heard described. It was the path into the
tower-top, the Bird Tower they called it: doves had been kept there once. Now Heros dwelled in the
apartment, asif upon arock in that desert of wasted corridors and rooms.

The door was abruptly above her. Onitstimber, afdcon's mask iniron, and aniron ring.

As she put her hand on it she redlised the door would be locked fast. She would have to st down under
the door-sill and await hisreturn.

But the door gave at a pressure on the ring, without even aresistance.

That frightened her. She saw at once all her temerity in daring to invade the sanctum where no servant, no
kindred, would enter unasked.

Yet it wastoo late, for the chamber opened before her, dl its mystery, its spdll, for it was his.



She stepped Sraight off the stair into the room.

It seemed to her the cdll of ascholar. The bed was narrow and low, with afootstool by it, and aplain
chest. No evidence of luxury wasin these things. But across the floor, beneath ahigh, round, glassed
window, that showed only air, was atablelaid with afeast of objects and books, with measures and
globes, the bones of hideous creatures mounted up asif they lived, weird insruments of .achemy and
science.

There, on that board, hisinterest and his commitment were spread. She knew immediately, and with the
jedlous pang of ariva.

Between the table and the wall athree-paned triptych had been raised upon a stand.

Peering over theitems on the table, careful to didodge nothing, Helise did not pay the painting much
attention. But then something in the angle of it, catching the window light against the shadow of the wall,
caught her eye. It was his, of his choosing. She went to see.

How strange then, these images fter al, strange as anything maybe in the room, or stranger.....

Inthefirg painted panel was afang-like mountain side parting aravenous sky. A procession of men and
women had ascended, with livid torches; they stood like mindlessthings, staring into the clouds.
Something with black wingswas carrying off ayoung girl in white. From her lolling limbs and head there
streamed draperies and hair, and awreath of flowerswent tumbling earthwards. This ominous tableau
wastitled ingilt: Nuptiae.

In the second panel, the scene was a bedchamber by night, avast couch where something lay asleep. In
the foreground, holding back the curtains with one hand, and tilting in the other an antique, flaming lamp,
apaeqgirl leaned forward, her dendernessrigid in lines of anxiety and expectation, endeavouring to see-

Thispicturewas|abdled: Noli me spectare.

Helise knew now what the triptych portrayed. It was the legend of Cupido and Psyche. The maiden had
been |eft as a sacrifice for ademon, and was accordingly carried off. In amountain mansion, cared for by
invisible sprites, the girl was visited in degpest darkness by one who claimed to be her husband and lord.
Hewasto her only the best of lovers, but warned her in the blindfold black: Never attempt to ook on
me.

(Hencethetwo titles- Nuptiae, anironica "marriage’, and the second, perhaps perversaly mimicking the
indruction of Christ: 'See me not.")

But Psyche had been persuaded by desire and doubt to forget this ban. When he dept shelit alamp, and
s0 beheld her spouse. He wasthe god of love himself, handsome and perfect. And in her amazement, her
shaking hand let drop ascorch of oil upon his shoulder. He woke, he disowned her, and into the unkind
world she was cast out lamenting.

Helise glanced at the third picture. Y es, here was the banishment of Psyche following her transgression.
And yet, it seemed to Helise that something in the vision was awry. What could it be?

Thetitle exclaimed, once more with apparent irony, Femina varium et mutabile semper . Her Latin was
restricted, but this was a quotation she had heard before. "' Fickle woman is aways changesble.”

And indeed, Psyche had dtered from carnal curiosity to frenzied terror.

She was depicted rushing down awinding granite stair, her armsflung out, her face ugly and contorted



with screaming. All therest of the small canvas conveyed pitchy nothingness - but for one curious
whorling hint of motion, seeming to come on behind her, somewhat like aflock of birds -

The door of the tower room shut in ahollow clap.

"Y ou are here with reason?"

Helise darted about, guilty asarobber, amost afraid as one.
"l cameto ask of you - ' But no, she had not come to ask.

He stood before the closed door. His doublet and hose were the colour ice, his hair nearly whiter. His
face appdled her, it was so fair, soinhuman.

It occurred to her to throw herself onthefloor at hisfeet. She did not do it. Etiquette, which had chained
her to alife of davish unhappiness dso prevented such servile extremes.

"Didn't they tell you, Hdlise, never to meddle with my possessions?

"I've touched nothing - | was so careful -

"Why areyou here?'

She wastoo frightened even to cry. Sheloved him. But who? Thisgod of ice and snow?

"My lord," shesad, inalittle voice. Then, "Oh help me! Everywherethey accuse me- | didn't know
what | must do.”

"Who accuses you? What are you talking of 7'

"Y our mother, the lady - that old woman. | see- | don't please you - but I'd suffer anything - only
educate me, my Lord Heros -

"Crucifixion of Chrig," hesad.

The partial blasphemy checked her. She bowed her head and now tears streamed from her eyes.
Usdless: hewould not comfort her.

Presently he moved across the room and going to the table, ran his hands recklesdy, as she had not had
licenceto do, over al the compendium of scales and jars, parchments, mummies, vertebrae. It was even
violent, this sweeping, for one of the wired skeletons gave way when hisfingers encountered it. At that he
took the horror up and threw it across the room. It smashed to powder on awall.

But when he spoke, his voice had no edge or noise.

"I believethey must have asked you, Hdlisg, if you're with child.”
Something gave way within her.

"Yes my lord."

"And naturally, you're not. Poor innocent,” he said, rather as hismother had, lacking dl pity. "Y ou must
learn fortitude. Now if | were asodomite, or impotent, you might divorce me." (These syllableswerelike
asentencein aforeign tongue.) 'If you had the will and the power, you could seek an annulment. But do
you even comprehend, Hedlise, how | fail you?!



And she thought of kisses and his hands upon her waist. She burned, but it wasice. She could not say
anything.

"I see you nearly do comprehend,” he commented. "Well, madam. Y ou'll go wanting. | could, but | will
not. Understand this. Think me amonk. I'm sworn to chastity. Of akind."

"What will become of me?' said Helise. She had made out oneword in ten. To inquire of the Infinite was
aritud, likethe peccavi before apriest, ones mind elsewhere.

Heros had proceeded to the room's hearth (empty), and there he leaned, looking down on the bruises of
finished fires

"Thereésadream | have sometimes,”" said Heros d'Uscaret, conceivably to the hearth stone. For it was
unlikely hewould confidein the pathetic wife they had dlotted him. "It began when sin began. | mean,
impurity. The body's urge, Adam'srod, that makes him one with the beast, the reptile, the bird, and dl
the copulating, fornicating mass of lower cregtion. | remember thefirst dream. Y ou see, I'd caught sight
of agirl, washing hersdlf in ariver. The blood rushed to my head, and swelled my loins. | itched with my
gluttony. It was manhood, and it was vice. Or, asthey tell us, it wasthe naturad order. All day, | could
scarcdly think of anything but that naiad in the water, laving hersalf, her round breasts with their eager
tips, and the smoky hair in her armpits and under her belly.”

(Hdlise, arrested, gazed dry-eyed. Her heart raced. But he, he might have been meditating on the digging
of agrave.)

"Night fdll, and | into the night, and into the dream. Because | was well-schooled by the priests, | had not
thought to ease mysdlf. But adeep, the Devil took gentle charge of me. What were my hands doing, there
in the dark? How should a s eeper know. And up and up | rode upon that delirious wave that had begun
like an itch and mounted to astorm. And there was a pressure in my brain, agreen torch behind my eyes
- and at the end there came akind of fitin which | groaned aloud - and then, then, everything unravelled
inme. | tell you, my sinews, my bonesran asif molten. And my skull was burst insde out. Wherewas|
then? No longer in the throes of my pleasure. It was a place of mud, and | crouched there. Above were
garsthat blazed like pain. And beneath me was something that writhed only avery little, and | lowered
my face and tore at it, and raw meat was in my mouth and hot salt gushed between my lipsand up into
my nogtrils”

Herosdrew in hisbreath and let it go.

"l woke in indescribable panic. Sin had changed me. I'd become - | did not know what | had become.
But inthe dark | found myself with my crimina hands, which had betrayed meto Satan in my deep.
God's benison. | was only mysdlf. In dl ways, aboy, aman. In those nightsthen,” he said, "I'd have them
tie my hands to the posts of the bed before | would deep. But by my sixteenth year I'd trained myself to
wake from the snare before the dream should go very far. Do | disquiet you, Helise? Of course. You
should never have comeinto thisroom. Thisiswhere | look upon my soul. Stupid girl. You seeinthe
picture what happensto the curious.”

Helise, her pdm pressed to her mouth, drum-beats shaking her body, turned to remove hersdf from the
chamber.

"Y ou must never come here again,” he said. "Y ou must forget what I've said to you. Tell no one. Swear
it. Onyour saint.”

In acrumb of avoice, she swore as he required.



Hedid not, with his emerald eyes, observe her cregp away. He was staring once more into the hearth.

All down the gtairs, and in the corridors, going south now back across the house of dUscaret, to her
nuptial bedroom and the room of gtting which were her jail, she imagined him borne upwards on the
inexplicable wave, twisting, arched like the Christ on across, and hisface an agony like the face of
Jehanus. And when at last she reached privacy she sank on the wide bed where they had lain side by
sde, sword by sheath. And she too twisted and turned and was arched on her scaffold, and upon her
aso camethefit, so her cry rang clear againgt the celling. It waslike the call of abodiless preying thing
that flew about there.

She did forget the other element of which he had told her. The meat and wine among the mud and stars:
that was gone.

She had only been able to learn one lesson from him.

It had killed her. She had exploded from her own skin, and lay stranded on the pillows. No longer was
she an innocent.

She was denied, she had entered the lists of the wrongdoers. Shefelt relief. If she waswicked, she need
no longer rein hersdlf in. She could admit her wants and where possible indulge them.

When she wasin the d'Uscaret chapel now, her eyes on the prayerbook, she thought, This one never
bothered with me. But Satan covets me. He will attend.

And then, frightened, she put avay theidea
But in the night, lying aone, recaptured it.

Would Heros ever return to her, to their bed? Surely yes. It was expected that a husband lie now and
then with hiswife. Such forms he honoured.

But she had learned what had been missed from their lying down. She had learned, by hisvoice and
words, if not hisembraces, the communion they might have shared.

Of course it wasafearful thing. Uncanny, astonishing. That escaation, that paroxysm -
Sherecdled now only that chastity had prevented him. His handstied that he might not dream of lust.

Helise visudised that she cameto him in the dark, and untied the bindings, and his handsfdll instead upon
her own body.

But although the bed had at |ast pleasuresfor her, he did not return to accompany her in them.
Ten nightswent by, twelve, twenty.
Having confessed, would he never come back?

She saw him seldom, even at dinner. He was on some business of hisfather's, Lord d'Uscaret, the
peeved man who drank and sweated and kicked at his dogs.

Y et one morning early, going into the Scul pture Garden, Helise beheld Heros walking with his mother
dowly up and down.

The garden lay on the north-west side and had high barriers. It was supposed to be aretresat for the
women of the house and Lady dUscaret would frequently avail herself of its shadein summer a midday.



Helise therefore restricted her foraysto dewy twilights, dawn or dusk.

Shedid not like agarden, either. It had none of the quaint smplicity of the courts of laValle, wherefigs
and vines grew up the walls and flowerslived in pots. The Sculpture Garden was ruled with straight
paths, partitioned by yew and box, conifer and ilex, al coerced and sheared to the shapes of bdls,

cones, squares and other symbols, or if not that, let out into birds with beaks and stretching tails. Where
arches crossed the way they were thick with foliage, mathematica hoops of solid green. Inthe marble
water tank was ahairy water-lily, which ateflies, acuriogity: Helise had witnessed a gloating gardener
feeding the plant. In the shrubs nested statues. L eaves and boughs strove to swallow the statues up asthe
lily gulped insects, but thiswas not alowed. At the end of the garden was a statue of Psyche, so Helise
had come to apprehend. She carried alamp, on her way to discovering her naked, handsome lover.

But one thing was certain, and that was the ease of hiding in such agarden.

A month before, Helise would have dipped away. Now she dipped into the cavern of a prodigious yew,
and as he went to and fro with his steel mother, devoured Heros with her eyes.

After the two figures had patrolled in slence for some minutes, the lady spoke.

"Y ou must know, if you take yourself away, | shdl have nothing.”

And Helise was amazed to hear the pass onless metdlic woman say such athing in her remote voice.
"Mother - | hoped you'd excuse methis.”

"Berating you? Y ou know | won't rail at you, or weep. | shall be quiet. But if you leave this house, my
light goesout.”

"The Dukeé's commission -
"Isneedless. A ploy. For your escape.”

Heros smiled faintly. Helise did not think she had ever seen that before. Thelady's hand rested on his
deevelikealong bud of the motionless carnivorouslily. Thenit twitched, asif it could not help itsdlf,
losng afly.

"Madam-mother. Y ou must let mego.”
"When you were achild you had these notions. That the City choked you.”
"Don't you prefer me at peace?”

"It'sthat wife hefoisted on you that drivesyou away. A witlessfemale spawn of laValle, got by your
father for her dowry, because he cannot |eave the pots alone.”

"It'strue. Marriage doesn't suit me, mother.”

"I've noted your aversion to her. But what is she? Less than one of the bitches. Y ou live your life asyou
wish, and leave her to hers. She's barren besides. In time, you can dough her for this."

And then, sick and trembling, Helise saw that he grinned, the beautiful saint'sface split like that of some
riotous drunk. Not laughter, but thisbestial snarl of mirth, quite soundless, behind the woman's head, so
shedid not even know. And when he answered his voice was composed.

"Oh, let Helise done. What might her replacement be?’



"But you will remain at dUscaret?'
"No, mother. I'll be gone."

They had halted, there benegath the statue of Psyche with her lamp, for ever frozen in her marble moment,
never to reach revelation and despair.

"Heros," said Lady d'Uscaret, and then, after asecond, "you should have been apriest. If | had had any
say -

"And | mine, mother. It wasthe only chance for me."

"That drunkard | wed, that disgrace to our name, that clod. A fool in everything.”

In the umbraof the statue they hung, neither looking at the other, not speaking.

Then she said quickly, "We must never fear shadows. It strengthens them. What are the nightmares of
your childhood?What, you and | to credit adelusion?' But suddenly she seized hold of him. She clung to
him, and her flat hardness was like petrification. And he, he bowed his head until it rested on her
shoulder. One could not see hisface. Y et they were like any mother and son in ascene of awful grief.

And then they drew apart, and this might never have happened.
"Inamonth,” hesaid, "I'll bein another country.”

"Asyou think fit," shesaid. "Yes. We'rein accord." When they had vacated the garden, Helise stayed
rooted in the tree.

Her ssomach heaved asif she were indeed pregnant. But all she had truly discovered was that Heros
would soon leave her.

That night, the door of the bedchamber opened. Heros entered. Behind the screen with its running of
white dogs and grey hawks, the gentleman undressed his master. Then the gentleman, as ever, discreetly
left. Heros approached the bed in his silken robe. And Helise ceased to breathe or think.

"Sad littlewife," said Heros, looking at her not in complacency, or pity, definitely without excitement or
intent. "Wedid you anill-turn. I'm sorry for it, Helise. Will you forgive me, and pray for me sometimes?"

"Yes" she murmured.

"Have they told you? In afew days, I'll be away on the Duke's errands.”

Someone must have told her, superfluoudly after she had spied.

"Yes my lord."

"Youll beglad to see me gone," he said. "Beieve me, your disgppointments weren't my aim.”

Heliselet out her breath in ashivering sgh. She did not look at him any more, and he went about the
room as usud, dousing the candles, so the dark tide came sweeping from the stones, and followed him to
the bed's foot, and there he blew out the last candle, and blacknessfilled the room and the bed alike.
And he and she were alone insde that blackness, like two birds shut inside a cage.

Never before, not even on the first night, had she been so conscious of him, his proximity, as he joined
her in the bed. The movement of hisflesh and limbs against the sheet, the whisper of hishair over the



pillow. Shefdt awarmth from him like the radiance of acool flame.

He did not speak to her again. In a short space, his respiration assumed the levelness of deep. Could he
redly render himself to oblivion so readily? It was some cantrip he knew, this knack for dumber.

But she mugt lie awake and think of him. Of hisnearness. And if he dept, might she not gpproach him
more closely? Would he wake and chide her?

Helise swam through the sheets and her hands encountered him, as the swimmer in sightless deep ocean
encounters another living thing, with agavanic shock.

He was naked. Like Cupido, like the god. With her palms she had contacted hisflank, the architecture of
ribs under its suit of skin.

He had not woken, no, he had not. Therefore might she discover him once again? Or, more crazily,
lawvlesdy, why nat, like Psyche, look at him?

No sooner had the fancy taken hold of her than it seemed she must do it. She could no longer control her
need, or savagery.

She did from the coverings and sought her way by touch aong the bed, amile of stuffs and ungiving
framework, until she found the chest, the candle, and the tinder st by.

She struck the spark. She might say she had heard some noisg, or - a long last - that she could not
deep.

But not amurmur of protest issued from the bed. And when thefire legpt up on the wax, shielding it with
her own body, she glanced about. He had not moved.

Like Psyche, and with al her stedth, Helise stole back again, along the length of the couch, cupping the
candle flame. The curtains of the bed were drawn back, she had no necessity, as Psyche had, to lift them
away. It was the sheet, the covers of brocade, these she meant to pull aside.

She must knedl up on the bed. She did s0. The candle pa pitated and steadied, flickering only with her
rapid pulse, asif illumination itself sorang from her heart.

Sheleaned over him, her left hand now on the coverlet.

His head was turned from her, the blond hair rayed upon the pillow. Bare, the shoulder presented itsdlf to
her for the scald of spilled burning matter. She must be wary.

And as she leaned there, her |eft hand getting its Sow grip on the sheet, he stirred.

Helise started away. Ingtinctua precaution made her thrust the candle asde to the length of her arm. The
flame bent, flattened, sputtered - and the room reeled. But he, after dl, did not wake. He had merely
pressed hisface further into the pillow, avay from alight unconscioudy perceived.

Thewallsand celling settled, the candle-flame resumed its steady trembling. Helise looked down on the
deeping man, and saw the hair had been caught away now from the nape of his neck. A strange shadow
emerged at this place, from the roots of the hair, coiling aong the spine, to dissolve between his
shoulder-blades.

With caution, she brought the candle close again. The shadow dimmed but did not move. Helise leant
nearer. Sheinhded the clean maeness of hisflesh and longed to brush her lips againgt the flax of hair, and



saw the shadow on him was ascar, acurious plating, atrail of tarnished studs - she could not make them
out. Likealizard's scales.

It was abirthmark. (Had not her own maid had arai sed discoloured nubbin on her knee, the shape of a
star?) Helise put out her hand to finger the mark, the sweet flaw in his beauty - stayed hersdlf, reached
again for the edge of the shedt.

She gripped the coversfrom him deftly, in aleisurely receding wave, inch by inch, her heart hammeringin
her breast.

Would he wake now? No, he would not. His sorcerous deep was like a breathing desth.

She had never seen aman's nakedness, save in a statue or a painting, there never fully. He had the
appearance of both statue and painting as he stretched there in the light amid the shores of darkness,
adrift in the bed, his skin more swarthy than the linen, the smooth muscul ature carved and scarcely
troubled with breath. Not stone, perhaps, but some strong ashen wood, tinted faintly to the hues of life, in
order to deceive, and equipped with quiescent manhood, something at which the young girl had guessed,
dismaying to her morein itsfirst-seen familiarity than by anything dien, the tempter, the serpent of sex.

Cardless of the glimmering, burning tallow, Helise bowed over the body of her husband. Her kisses
printed themsalves dong hisarm, hisside.

But the hot wax did not drop upon him, and her mouth, the hel pless small noise she could not now keep
hersdlf from making - these did not bresk in the membrane of his dumber.

He was enchanted. And she dared do no more.

Helise quenched the candle, and removed hersdf from hisvicinity.
He did not rouse even &t that.

The chamber seemed distended and tinderous with her solitary sins.

It was because of hisaversion to her that he made the opportunity to be gone. He did not want her. I
she had been able to cause him desire, how could he have resisted? He would then have remained. He
would have been her lover.

But it was awitcheraft on him.

Did awoman then have no skill in such magic? It was the most ancient sorcery, Eve's art, practised at the
foot of the apple tree in Eden, that which brought down the race of rnankind.

They said, at dUscaret, they muttered that Y sanne... that Y sanne was clever in women's business.
"Cherish," had said fat old Y sanne, "'she must overcome her blushes"

"I'm unsure what is meant. The lady should be plainer,” said Y sanne. Her beady eyeswere cunning.
Helise s&t in her chair and her humiliation, clenching hersdlf to endure.

"My Lord Herosistired of me. Now he departsthe City. How shdl | provide an her if - if -

"If he doesn't assist you. Yes. A woman'slotisararefix." Y sanne had changed her tune. Now sheand
Helise were co-conspirators against the masculine order, conceivably the masculine God.



llThw w - 1
"And what do they say?'
"That you can make a potion that will - enhance - '

"That will make agirl too good to beleft .done. That will swell the male member so it must get busy. |
can do that. And severa other things.”

"l think - hewon't vist me again.”

"Ah, that'stricky. I'll giveyou acharm. It will cal him. If he doesn't arrive directly, then you must find
some excuseto bid him. The charm will render him pliable. Then something for hiswine, and an unction
I'll giveyou to rub in your skin, very fragrant. Leaveit tome,” said Ysanne. "I've dwaysrelished that little
chain you wear, with the pearl."

Hdlise removed the chain. She hdd it out to Y sanne.

"No, no. Are you offering that to me? But lady, | servethe house. I'm your dave." Then seeing the chain
flutter, knowing Helise inept, Y sanne quickly added, ™Y ou're too kind, madam. | thank you. It's always
safer to sed abargain. Naturaly, thisisa secret.” And with the pearl in her bosom off she went, leaving
Hédlise to pace about, between repentance and vaunting, dread and disbelief, praying with untame
transgression for Heaven to grant her profane hope.

She wore the charm, amouse's sack of herbs, under her shift. Not seeing Heros dUscaret by night,
morning, afternoon, she sent him word. Through servants, she entreated he would speak to her before his
journey. The servants said they had not found him. Further inquiry told her that her husband was dining at
the house of thisfamily and that. That her husband was dining at the palace with the Duke. That her
husband was in histower, where they did not venture to bother him except a the summons of hisfather,
or hismother.

Days ebbed. She gtitched them into her embroidery, and picked them out again, but il they werelost.

Y sanne's herba charm did not work. Her other mixtures would be as useless, the unction, the drug for
the wine. She would not address hersdlf to Y sanne again.

Then, from adry husk or two let fal by the voice of Lady d'Uscaret, Helise had made known to her that
in three nights, Heros would leave the City. She did not even recall - perhaps they had never mentioned it
to her - where he was bound. Whether by ship or overland route. The date of his return had not been
coined.

There was a page who sometimes waited on Helise when the household gathered. She supposed he had
been designated hers. On the stair she beckoned him.

"Whereismy Lord Heros?'
"In House Lyrecourt, acrossthe City."

"Y ou will follow me now and I will give you aletter for my lord. Then go with it to the door of d'Uscaret
andwait for him. Wait dl night if you must.”

"Hell be home a midnight,” said the page, perkily privy to the doings of her husband as she was not.
"That's as may be. Only behave as| tdl you."



In the bedchamber-by the void hearth, the great chimney-piece with itsfalcons either Sde, she wrote:
'Cdl upon metonight, my lord, or, such ismy misery, | shdl kill myself and damn my soul for ever."

What fashioned these words, succinct and awful, she could not decide. The Devil? It could not be her
own desperate mind. She was afool, but Satan was wise.

But then, would Heros attend to her threat?
It seemed Satan ascertained he would.
She handed the | etter to the page, folded in a scarf which she had smeared with Y sanne's unction.

Alone, she anointed her body, rubbing the spicy-smdling ail into her breasts, her thighs, her throat and
belly. The friction maddened her. She sprinkled the powder into somewine. Shewondered indarm at all
shedid. But now, asif abell had struck the hour, she knew that her prayers were heard in Hell.

She heard too, findly, the midnight Matinestolled from the Sacrifice, and not many minutes after, adog
barked under the wall. It seemed then she felt the reverberation of the shutting of adoor.

Time passed, or dsetimewas dtilled. And in the midst of the candles shining, asif inadab of crysd,
Helisewaited.

Until the great door of the bedchamber was opened.
On aframe of dark, her pale husband stood looking &t her.
"What isit, madam, that you want of me?"

Some feminine dyness had kept her in her gown, her hair bound inits meta caul. The same dyness
stayed her on the spot, staring at the floor, her hands clasped under her breast.

"My letter toyou,” she said, "told everything.”
"No, nothing. Are you so desperate?’ he said coldly. ™Y ou seem in command of yoursdlf.”

"| die of sadness." she said. "But since you don't care for me, | strive to hide the hurt. What do | want?
Only courtesy. Not to be the mock of the house. That you should say farewell before you leave mefor
ever."

Ah, Satan, her tutor.

Now Heros had closed the door and advanced into the room. Helise did not lift her eyes, dthough he
was before her.

"Itisn't to be hdped,” he said quietly. "But since you wish it, I'm hereto say farewell. And for thistalk of
death..."

"Tokill mysef?Why not? What should | livefor?!

"You are God's. What worse insult can you offer the Creator than to fling back His present in Hisface?
Do you think He would ever forgive you? Through the endless centuries until Doomsday, He would not.”

He spoke as sternly as any friar. She recalled the conversation between himself and his mother inthe
garden. To beapriest, hisonly chance. He was wrong. She was his chance. Her love, so strong and vital
that it seared, thiswould set him free.



"Y ou must be my guide," shewhispered.
"Then cance every ideaof sdf-destruction.”
"I will remember your words. If you were hereto guide me-'

"Helise, | can't remain. Sweet girl," he said, suddenly very tenderly, "you must guide yoursdlf. Let your
own angel instruct you. Y ou're So young - not oneiotaof blame..." And he ceased speaking, and she
knew that his concentration was centred wholly on her. Either her vehemence, or Y sanne's ointment,
possibly both together, had taken hold of him. She had cometo lifefor Heros, with dl that implied.

Saying nothing she turned from him and poured the wineinto aglass. She offered it to him, meekly, il
her eyeslowered, afraid hewould glimpse thefiresin them.

"The cup of parting,” said Helise. She employed the phrases of courtly songs, these came with facility,
now she needed them, or Satan sent them, for how could she have a vocabulary to manage this?

He accepted the wine dowly. He did not drink, but stood regarding her.
Then, at ladt, at last, he raised the cup.
Shelooked, and saw him swallow, once, twice.

"What wineisthis?' he said absently. Hiseyeswerefixed on her. At their intensity awonderful terror
submerged her. Never, in any of their dealings, had he sudied her in thisway. It wasthe gaze of desire,
or 0 it seemed. He drank again, not taking his eyesfrom her. And then he frowned, and said, "There's
something in the wine - did you mean to poison me?"

"Oh no!" she cried. Her heart seemed cloven by its hammering.
"But - what isit? What have you doneto me?"

"A love potion," she said. The admission was safe now.

"Then, theré'sno choice."

He smiled, grinned with the deadly dead mirth she had witnessed once before, and tilting the glasshe
drained it, and let it go. It crashed in bits upon the floor.

"Perhaps, Helise," he said, "perhaps you haven't been sensible. Come here.” And when she took astep,
he took several more to meet her, and caught her between his hands. "Love potions," he said. "Did you
think | didn't want you? For every night spent in bed with you, first a draught to make me deep. So that |
shouldn't be tempted. For you're adorable, my white wife. Better than any dream. But perhapsthe
dreamswon't matter now -

The earth gave way and the room broke off in shards. She clung to him and he kissed her, akiss of
serpents, histongue in her mouth.

His hands were those of asaviour, supporting, rescuing her in tumult, but aso the hands of onewho
would destroy her, finding purchase on her body, ripping at the laces of her gown -

She had unleashed desire, the carnd entity. His breath burned on her throat. He held her so tightly she
herself could not breathe. He bore her backwards and the hard floor was harsh under her uncushioned
dimness. Hisweight pushed her down. A sore sweetness shot through the core of her breasts as he drew
on themwith hislips. AImost delicious but partly horrible - dmaost atorment - and then attickling and



probing between her thighs so her ingtinct was to evade - but he would not alow her now to evade him,
and then came aterrible pressure, like that of athunderbalt trying to cleave her, and she felt she would be
burst, but there was only aghrill tearing, like abroken string.

She saw hisface as heinvaded her. She did not know him. He bore upon her, his skin engorged with lust
and his eyes opaque and perhaps unseeing. There seemed no longer any contoursto hisface. He did not
behold her and was unrecognisable. His hair tossed about him, shaggy as the mane of a beast, lank and
dark with swest asif with blood -

The thrusting of his body within hers was a punishment, a horror that was nearly an ecstasy, and far
worse for that.

Helise heard hersdf moaning and pleading in pain. Thefire-making action of hisloins scorched her. She
struggled, and the ghostly ecstasy surged in her again, and she no longer cared what had mounted on her,
what killed her there on the ungiving ground. It was not Heros. It was some hideous thing, some creature
of the Devil, torturing her in Hell for &l her Sns-

She heard terrible sounds rising in her throat, and then the spasm hurled her gpart. She was screaming. It
would never end. In anima fear shelet go her clutch upon the excruciating peak, and fell away.

Only then was she revolted, finding hersdf on the floor, ground into the tiles under the weight of him, a
hard mass of flesh that still moved upon her, till thrust mercilessy insde her.

He waslifting himsalf up, his head thrown back -

Onthearch of histhroat, the weltered light caught adull sequin that al at once flashed, and then another,
and another -

Hdiselay pinned under hisracking body. She stared at the dtering skin of histhroat. It was coming out in
tiny jewd lery dates, which ran together. His neck was scaled now. It was al a perfect tessdation.

Something scraped adong her breast. Her head rolled and she saw ablack claw retracting from her
behind athread of blood.

She could not scream. Her screams had been spent. At that instant, the quake of his crisis rocked
through her, and it was he that cried out. It was not the cry of aman.

A whirling clotted the air, afume of candles shaken by agde.

The sword of flesh unsheethed from her. Shewasfilled only by pain.
Something rose up, many miles high againg the celling.

She did not want to see. Her eyes refused to close.

The shape of aman, but the face, the head. ..

It must be amask, avisor - it wasabird. A bird's head, formed from a streaming mosaic of scales, but
for the blackish carved beak, the thin black worm of the tongue. .. the eyes were green bulbs. There was
no intelligence in them, yet therewas being. They lived.

Heliselay on the floor. She had no breath, no reason. Her heart had stopped, her blood was frozen cold.
Y et she saw.

The thing moved from her, left her. 1t lurched across the room. It came upon the fireplace and thereiit



squatted, and then suddenly leapt. 1t was away up the chimney. It was gone.
PART THREE
TheJew

| looked to Heaven, and tried to pray;
But or ever aprayer had gusht,

A wicked whisper came, and made
My heart asdry asdust.

-Coleridge

The Jew had laboured into the night, poring over the antique scralls, the tablets of wood, the books
bound in vellum or horn. Haninuh the Scholar, so they caled him. The Jew's House they cdled his
dwelling near the corn market. There was no ghetto in Paradys. No Jewish area even. Those Hebrews
who inhabited the City were of the travelled kind, accustomed to agentile world. Some had committed
themselvesto the Chrigtian faith, some had given over God entirdly in their intellectud venturings. The
Jew Haninuh was not precisdly of these orders. Then, too, other than the Jewish mezuzah, his door was
guarded by a Grecian head of Hermes. Called " Scholar”, Haninuh was reckoned to be versed in
myseries.

It was not rare with him, to spend the hours of darknessin study. Tonight, however, he had felt restless,
and was unable to keep hismind on hisreading. The cause of this unease was not persona. Rather it was
that kind of nervousness particular to certain animals before a storm.

Haninuh neither sought to quell hisdiscomfort or explainit away.

About two in the morning, he left his books, and went up through his house to a pavilion he had had built
on theroof.

Here he found, knedling on a bench before one of the pavilion's open shutters, asmal girl-child of no
morethan eight years, arrayed in an embroidered shift and quantities of curling black hair.

"Now, Ruqud," said the Jew, "what are you doing there?'

But Ruquel, who was his daughter by adave woman long since laid adeegp in the earth, only answered,
"What abad night it is. What shadows there are."

With these statements Haninuh could not argue. He had been aware for some whilethat his child seemed
to have inherited a sengitivity to occult things; he had dready, for her protection, in Smple ways begun to
prepare and train her.

"Yes, my Ruquel,” he agreed therefore. "1t isanight of some meaning. But perhapsyoull trust meto
keep watch in your stead?’

At that the child nodded, and getting down from the bench yawning, kissed her father, and returned to
her bed.

Haninuh then took up hisvigil in the dark, going dowly from one window to another of the six-sided
pavilion. All the shutters hung wide on the close black night, and from this high vantage, a thisunlit hour,
one saw clearly the brightest stars caustic above Paradys. Below to the northeast wandered theriver,
coils of which, leadenly glimmering like adragon, were partly visible between the roofs. Southwards on
the heights stood the ghost of the great Church.



What could there be in this dark like so many others, which set the hairs eectricaly upright ong the
body?

Haninuh tensed, and leaned dightly forward, his hands upon the uprights of the window. Keen-eyed, he
had seen something moving, away aong the south-west scallops of the City roofs. Thisinitself was not
bizarre. A cat might be hunting there, or arobber. And yet something in the manner of the movement did
not suggest either feline or man.

Haninuh the observer saw again a curious flapping lunge, like the wing-beat of some huge raptorid bird.
Of too largeasize-

And whatever went about there in the night was capable, it seemed, of running up stonework, folding
itself over housetops, and diding to the street below like water flowing from ajar.

Haninuh was abruptly very glad he had sent the child to her bed.

Half-unconscioudy he murmured, "From the visions of the night, when deep deep snks on men, fear
came on me which made my bones to shake, and then a spirit passed before me and the hair of my flesh
stood up -’

Haninuh fell silent. The apparition had poured suddenly from view.

There was then along second of the sort in which, asthey said, death might pass over; the space
between two breaths.

But then, from the black hollows of the City there tore afrightful wail, awavering shriek so truly gppalling
that for amoment the Jew doubted his ears.

The night seemed splintered, and dropped back in pieces. An abysma quiet staunched the wound of the
snglecry.

Every nerve aquill, Haninuh poised to see a hundred windows lighted, a hundred people dash out on the
dreets.

Nothing occurred.
Like athrown flint, the gridy screech had gone without atrace into the swamp of night.
If any others marked it they did not act.

Only far off adog or two howled, nearby arat scuttled. Presently the notes of Laude drifted from a
convent by the quays. The stars swung noiseless overhead.

Some drunkard has been throttled in an alley, or some old score settled with a knife. One had
witnessed nothing.

The Jew turned from hiswatch, listening intently now to be sure his own house stayed peaceful. It did.
One must be grateful for that. For therest, it was the world'sway.

The vice which tuned and strummed the night had not let go, but only dackened somewhat. Y et Haninuh
was weary. Spared arevelation, he could descend now and deep, as a soldier dept between his
watches.

"Blessed be the Lord at our lying down and blessed be He at our rising. Into thy hand | commend me,
my redeemer, O God."



Next morning, Haninuh awakened with afeding of oppression. Thisdid not surprise him, nor wasit due
to lack of deep. He spoke aprayer of thanksgiving for the new day; in the house above he heard the
beaded laughter of hischild.

Having some business near the upper markets, Haninuh went in that direction, southwesterly. The route
shortly took him into a square with apublic fountain. A crowd was gathering here, jostling and
exclaming, and it wasimpossible to proceed.

"What isthe matter?' Haninuh asked of aman in the crowd that he knew, a cobbler by trade.

The cobbler turned to him hotly and said, " Something happened during the night. A murder in the gate of
the tanners yard. An apprentice found the body not an hour ago.”

"There are frequent murdersin the City," remarked the Jew.
"Just exactly. But not likethis"
"Why, what isits novelty? Murder ismurder."

The cobbler was about to speak when a party of the Duke's soldiers rode into the square and breached
the crowd.

Unableto go by, or to get closer, Haninuh waited impassively.

A dillnesswas settling. The soldiers had grouped at the tanners gate. Suddenly awoman cried out
wildly: 'Oh! Oh sweet Jesus!” And there was asmall commotion asif perhaps she had fainted.

Rumour ran like a current back through the crowd. Men mouthed it in each other'sfaces. It cameto the
cobbler and to the Jew. "The throat and eyes dl gone.”

"That'swhat | heard,” said the cobbler, complacently afraid.
"What doesit mean?' said Haninuh.

"Some anima with the madness must have doneit,” said the cobbler, "ripped out the lad's eyes and his
throat - and the whole body's in ribbons, and the entrails expressed. He was a poor weaver's ass stant
coming late from hiswork."

"Did nobody hear hiscries?'

"No. Noneat all. A street woman said she thought she heard ayell, between the second and third hour.
But one cry can mean anything, even enjoyment, begging your pardon, Sir Jew. Then supposedly if it had
him by the throat, he couldn't cry again.”

Another man close by, in the gpron of the tannery, morosaly said, "They'll want to push the blame on us.
Welve afeud with theweavers guild.”

Y et another man said, "Only amonster could make such injuries, aunicorn, or atiger.”

Soon the body had been covered and removed. The Duke's soldiers grimly warned the crowd to
disperse.

Ableto continue on hisway, the Jew noticed, under the tanners gate (the place at which, last night, he
had watched the bird-like thing pour down thewall) ablack dur on the cobbles, and tramplediniit, one
pointed, broken shoe.



Violent degth, as Haninuh had remarked, was not unusua in the City. Many mornings carried asmall
cargo of corpsesdong theriver; the aleys of the lower bank were often paved with cold flesh.

Even s0, this other death, which thereafter began to be afeature of the nights of Paradys, though
frequently un-reported, undiscovered until its unique signs had been obliterated - this desth was a
different death. It was arending, debauched desath. It bore an older mark.

While locks and bars were checked on and enhanced in many a house, the house of the Jew acquired
(they said, those that spoke of him) less obvious safeguards. For example, from the street had been
noted some bunches of herbs hanging in the narrow lower windows. For the Hermes at the door, it was
freshly cleansed, and had been anointed, too, in a pagan way.

The City, where it knew, discussed these matters.

Otherwise Paradys went about its business, asit had dways done. Asdo dl cities, like ancient beasts,
which, on astrong soiled hide, only idly scratch the little embers of disease.

A month had moved over the cdendar and was gone. The Jew waked up into the Scholars Quarter of
the City, dong the canas of aged libraries, and by the new university. He went to visit an ederly rabbi, a
black-robed old lion, who dwelled near theriver.

They sat together in alow-cellinged room that smelled of books.
"And you tell me you watch every night, Haninuh, from your roof ?"

"Every night without fail. Sometimes | detect some disturbance. Never the relevant one. I've seen nothing
sncethefirs night. And on that night | do believe | saw athing, athing | can barely describe, let one
envisge.”

"Isit not," inquired the other, "dangerous for you to watch in this manner? Do you have, | think, achildin
the house, adaughter of your handmaid who is dead?”

"My Ruquel iswell-protected. I've seen to that above dl ese, by formsyou know | can command.”
"Ah, then. But for yoursel f?'

"Thisisstrange," said Haninuh. "Thereisthat in my blood which recognisesthisthing asanatura foe. The
memory of our forefathersin me contains some glimpse of it, so | reckon now. And have been
attempting, from scrolls and parchments | possess, to learn the source.”

"Now | will relate," said the old rabbi, "a story of arecent death among the gentiles here. Perhaps you
will not have heard of it, for the affair is smothered.”

He then regded Haninuh with this

A young girl of good family, closdy kept, had let dip to her maid that agdlant lover had begun to court
her. He must have seen her on her way to Mass, for this was one of the few times she was dlowed from
the house. He approached near midnight and somehow climbed up the wall, perhaps by means of theivy
which grew there. Then he attracted her attention by scratching on the shutter. Naturadly, the damsdl did
not go to the window, but, having an imagination, she had dready decided on the cause of the nocturna
vigitation. Sure enough next morning she found, on opening the shutter, ascrap of paper fixed there with
athorn. Someill-scrawled words of love (they were later seen by others) and aline of poor poetry,
confirmed her in her triumph.



The maid, another silly girl, resolved to help her mistressin the interesting adventure. She spied from a
lower window the next night. Sure enough, the ardent lover again climbed to the upper window, and
getting no reply, except maybe astifled giggle, left again adip of paper with acouplet. The maid for her
part was able to attest the suitor was most agile, though rather odd in his mode of ascent. For the rest,
she had made out the dim figure of ayoung man in acloak who, for his protection, seemed to be wearing
some kind of eccentric mask. Later too, in the hideous aftermath when she was called to account, the
maid detailed this mask more fully asthat of apeculiar bird.

For severa nights more, the fun and games went on. Until at last, moved beyond reason, the damsal
dared to open the shutters, hoping for alook at her love.

Ghastly shrieks and anoise like blows brought the entire household to her chamber door. Unfortunatdly it
had been bolted from inside.

The girl'stwo brothers and an uncle put their shouldersto the obstacle, urged on by the most terrible
sounds from within. To their shouts, the girl seemed unable to respond. She screamed ceasdesdy, asthe
uncle subsequently averred, like awoman he had once beheld racked for witcheraft. Until abruptly all
noisesfinished.

The door gave in arush, and the men of the house burst forward into the room.

Thewindow stood wide and empty. Nothing was there, save that there were some black stains and
scratches on the wood of the frame. Below and about nothing was visible in the night, except for three of
the City watch who had come running at the outcry, yet not intime.

At the chamber's centrelay afearful sight. The girl had paid dearly for her foolishness.

The wounds were unbelievable, though of the usua type now known, in the subfusc of Paradys, as
relating to the rending, debauched death at work there. Her throat was torn out, her eyes... there were
great incisonsin her bdly, dthough interruption had prevented a disembowelling. Quantities of her hair
had a so been ripped from her head, and were strewn about. Scratches, like those on the wooden
window-frame, scored her white throat and breasts. It was presently discovered that, amidst this
carnage, an attempt too had been made to violate the girl. But being avirgin, she had proved difficult, and
her assailant had not had space to compl ete the rape.

Now dl thisin itself was bad enough (though not so much worse than some twenty other like murders
current in the City). But the stricken family was next advised by agents of the Duke, that they should not
make public either their loss or their quest for vengeance. It wasto be given out the girl died of afever. In
return for this favours might be anticipated.

The important houses, though apt to feud with each other, were united in aristocratic respect of Ducal
prerogatives. Thefamily, that of Lyrecourt, did as bidden.

It was further believed that the girl's body was burnt rather than buried, a priest counselling cremation.
The corpse, which seemed to have been attacked by a giant bird, was accordingly rendered into ashes.

"It isthought, too," added the old man, "that the corpses of al femaes assaulted and dain by the creature,
have aso been incinerated.”

Haninuh sat brooding. At length he replied:
"Thereismoreto be feared of it than desth only?"

"Soit seems.” Therabbi laid his hands upon alittle book of black leather, with alock of damascine



ged.” Mysdlf, | have been searching for thisdemon. Though | lack the courage to look for it in the dark,
there are other darknesses. After sometrouble, | found this volume, which isafragment of alarger work
sometimes called The Book of the Night." And saying this, he pushed the book acrossthetable to
Haninuh.

On the black cover was embossed in silver the Solomonic Sedl, and in one corner, a menorah, dsoin
glver.

"Hereisthe key, Haninuh. Take it away with you, and read the passage | have marked. But no other. |
cantrust you inthat."

Haninuh assured the rabbi that he might.

Soon they parted, and with the black book fastened into his deeve, Haninuh went back across the City
to hishouse.

It wasin asmall chamber set off from his cubicle of study that Haninuh unlocked the book. The door was
shut on him. There was no window, and the space wasillumined by asingle candle of honey-wax.

When he had cleaved the book, with much care, at the place where aflat wand of bone divided it, afaint
light seemed exuded from the vellum, and then to suspend itsalf upon the page.

Thetext was on the |eft Sde Hebraic, and on theright in Latin. Haninuh read, comparing each text with
the other ashe did so.

"Therewasaman inthefort at Par Dis, at about the time the seven-hilled city of the Romans, and dl their
empire, fell. Hewas asoldier, a centurion, having charge of a cohort, and from Roman lands. And at his
death, heleft hisarms and honoursin the temple of Mars here, marked for him Re Va, which temple
being excavated, has preserved them in the City with many others.

"Now this soldier, after some misfortune, had recourse to an amulet said to have been fashioned in
Khem." (Aegyp-tus said the Latin.) 'However, the amulet had its origin in the country of the Assyrians,
possibly at the City Caah, in the days before David wasKingin Isradl.

"Now the Assyrians worshipped all manner of idols, and were beset by al the races of the demons. The
amulet took its power from just such abeing, an utuk. Its shape was graven on the jewel of the amulet,
and was that of aman, but having claws upon the feet and fingers, and the head and beak of abird of

prey.

"At firgt the Roman found that the amulet was helpful to him. But then, it seemed to draw away his
strength, while the demon began to haunt him. At last he assayed riddance of the article, but through this
very meanswas endaved by it for ever. Thereafter hisline was polluted by the demon, which was wont
to manifest itsalf among his descendants herein Paradys. Its method wasthis, that it was carried in the
semen of the male and the blood of the femae, in the way of some poisons or diseases. And aswith
disease, aproportion would prove to have anatura resistance to the effects of the pest. Therefore,
generations might pass without any sign, though al were tainted, until one would be born who was
vulnerable, in whom the utuk could get ahold. For the utuk was given itslife through metamorphosisand
shape-changing. The woman who was susceptible would birth ason or daughter infected by thisevil,
most often the former. That man was then, once grown, capable both of transmuting into the form of the
utuk, and, through his seed, causing other women to concelve asimilar mis-cregtion. In this case, tainted
kin, or not, al women wereimpressible. It has been recorded, there are further permutationsto this
generative transfer at the injection of seed, but no document had been discovered regarding them.



"The utuk isinitsaf aterriblething, aravening thing, which craves human lifein itsform, and more
sensudly in arobbery of blood and flesh. It isan Eater, aDevourer.

"Though magica safeguards are of protective use, the utuk itsalf, while possessed of ahuman hogt, is
impervious. For the carrier may be killed through any normal means, at which the demon makesits
escape by whatever routeisto hand, into another hogt, for an examplein hisinfection by the spilled
blood. Where no transferenceislikely, that aspect of the demon may be consdered extinct, providing the
body of the carrier is burned and the asheslaid. However, though every individua manifestation of the
demon be destroyed, in its poisonous disease-like form, it remainsinherent in that kindred it has afflicted.
Who are by name the Vuscar .

"For theamulet itsdlf, itislost. The hue of it is said to have changed, as do particular jewels when heated,
or exposed to wear. Thistint, the shade of the jewd asit was or has become, is believed to offer warning
through a colour of the eyes of those contaminated.”

Haninuh, having gained the end of the text, replaced the bone marker, shut up the book, and locked it.

Ashedid this, the candleflickered wildly and would have gone out, but the Jew spoke at it aWord, and
the Word stayed the candle flame, which burned up straight and <till once more.

It was night, and there was no moon.

Haninuh paused a the threshold of his daughter's gpartment. She had been washed in alittle bath of
lettuce enamel, and, her prayers said, got into her bed with her wooden doll and her striped cat. There all
three were, staring a him clear-eyed, dall, cat and child.

"And are you ready for deep, Ruqud ?'

"Yes, father," she answered, and put her doll into the sheets with itstow head on the pillow, while the cat
purred and kneaded the covers.

"Have the bad dreams stopped, little girl ?*
"Oh yes, since you put the water dishes out to catch them.”
"Y oumugt tel meif you dream anything bad again.”

Ruquel smiled. "1 say to her," she nodded at the cat, "were safe. Y ou won't et anything hurt us. Though
she was frightened when we had the dream. But not now."

When he had kissed al three goodnight, as was obligatory, wood lips, soft lips, fur cheek, Haninuh
climbed up the house to the roof pavilion.

Blackness hung over Paradys, the book of night open randomly at the darkest page.

Asusud Haninuh performed three rituas, and uttered some prayers which, upon white deserts and
obsidian mountains, had long ago invoked the benign forces of fierce angels.

In just such centuries, the Jews had kept vigil against the hordes of Assyria. They had fought with them
sword-to-sword under skies of flying arrows. The wolf-like Assyrians, whose citieswerelilies of ariver
bank, had riven Isradl. And Isragl had brought down upon them the bolts of the one trueterrible limitless
God. Until the people angered Him, and He turned from them, and then the Assyrians legpt at the throat
of lsad... itwasdl to do agan.



From those times Haninuh's soul remembered the demon. The utuk.

Night lay motionless on Paradys, yet it moved towards the east. Haninuh heard the bellsring for the
offices of Christendom, the hymn of drunksfrom an dley, smeled the corn market, and flowers on the
house vine, saw, heard, smelled nothing from the ordinary.

About two hours after Laude had sung from the convent near the quays, deep weariness overcame the
Jew. A longing for deep weighed on him. Soon it would be dawn. Though hidden sensestold him grim
events had gone on somewhere, he had been vouchsafed no clue.

He rose from the bench and made his way towards the pavilion's door. His hand was on the latch when
he heard a muffled scraping and rustling from nearby, on the wall.

Seep dropped from him likeamantle. A chord of sparks shot across his body. Something was coming
through the vine, up the side of the house,

Haninuh turned to confront the six unshuttered windows of the pavilion, hisback to the closed door. He
did not have long to wait.

A black lump of darkness came diding over the roofs edge and dewed across two windows, enlarging
itsdf into the third.

Haninuh, back to the door, the third window before him, whispered, "1 believe with perfect faith that the
Creator, blessed be He, isthe maker of al things created... | believe with perfect faith that al the words
of the prophets aretrue... | believe that the Creator. .. knows every deed of the children of men, gives
heed to dl their acts- for my salvation | hope, O Lord! | hope, O Lord, for my salvation! O Lord, for
my savation | hope!"

Blackness, and from the black a sort of twisting into form, like aman'’s, but the hands were talonsand
clacked against the pavilion wall - and out of the black leaned something. It was the head of abird
composed of the green sequins of scales, and abeak black with dried blood, and two eyeslike emerald.

Therewas no intdligence in these eyes - and yet they were, they lived, they knew.

"In the presence of my enemies" said Haninuh, "Y ou are with me. Evenin the valey of the Shadow, Y ou
arethere”

The beak of the utuk cracked apart, and a snake tongue whipped outward and in again. The eyeswere
smoky now, asif drowsy. It came and pressed on the open window -and started off again. It had struck
theinvisiblelines of power that barred every aperture of the Jew's house. And it did not like them;

perhapsthey stung.

At that ingtant the Jew woke into movement. Casting before him a cabbditic incantation that smashed
the etheric lattice of the window, and seemed to carry him with it, out of the pavilion he sorang, snatching
up as he hurtled through a sword of honed steel from the bench.

In that moment, in his blaze of fear and rage, the magus Haninuh touched terror with his body, came knee
to knee with the unearthly, deathly thing, and with amoan of dread raised the sword, on which the names
of angdls, the script of most arcane talismans, were scored -

But the horror shuffled off from him, like the nightmare. It evaded the stroke, flounced on aflightless
wing-beat away, and over the rooftop, smearing and roiling itsdf in, getting like an ape down the wall.
Thefragile vine was ripped now, and fell with it into the street. There in the pure black the beast of night

disappeared.



Haninuh stood and trembled.

He had been too dow, yet too strong for it - or else, by flight it mocked him. For it was drawn to him as
he had sensed it might be. A traditiona foe. Doubly in danger now. Worse, he had let it escapeto
continue its mayhem. For this hour he had planned, but he was found wanting.

The Jew bowed his head before his own failure, consenting, bitter.
PART FOUR

The Scapegoat

Remember me - Oh! Pass not thou my grave
Without one thought whose rdlicsthererecline:
The only pang my bosom dare not brave
Must beto find forgetfulnessin thine.

-Byron

For thirty-nine days she was their prisoner. On the fortieth she wastheir victim. It was her punishment.
She knew that she was guilty. She had looked for no kindness, and her first actions were prompted by
the habit of human commerce, not fantasies of pity.

The truth had cometo her gradudly, asif she returned to consciousness: nothing had happened to aert
the house.

Even her screams had been those of pleasure, and doubtless, if anyone had overheard them, they were
correctly interpreted.

The metamorphosis occurred in silence.
It hed been visible only to hersdlf.

At the recollection - the full absorption of what had taken placein front of her - Helise wrested herself
to her feet and swayed therein her ripped gown, her hair raining round her shoulders. Shefelt hersdlf
dirtied, bloody. But the only wound, of course, was one which would be acceptable, despite the fact that
it was out of date.

Nevertheless, her helpless need was to seek others, to raise her voice to anew pitch, and tell what she
had been the witness of. That thiswas not bdievable did not cross her mind. She had watched. She had
no choice but to bdieve.

Some whileit took her to recall how adoor wasto be opened. That achieved, she went out into the
corridors of dUscaret, dmost wandering, and coming to alighted spot, she did raise her voice, and
began to scream. Once begun, this expression was not easy to leave off.

People came. She did not know who they were. Shadowsjostled on torchlight and the eyes of candles
blinked a her.

What she screamed, if there were words, Helise did not afterwards know.

Presently someone struck her in the face. Shefel down, and looking up from the stones, beheld Lord
dUscaret. One of hisrings had cut her eyebrow. She felt the numb hurt of it and putting up her finger,
caught abud of wetness.



She was now quiet and they dragged her to aroom. Here the kindred gathered and glared on her. The
servants were shut out.

Lord dUscaret paced about. Hiswife sat in achair and gnawed her lip. For along while they did not
ask. At length, this question: What did Helise mean by her noise?

Helise said, with the clarity of an honest child, "When helay on me, hisface and head became the head
of abird.”

AsHdisesadthis, Lady dUscaret let out asingle sharp cry, asif she had driven an awl into her hand.
Then sherose and | eft the chamber. Her face was awful, as though its bones had collapsed and no blood
was anywhere under her skin. One of the men followed to support her.

D'Uscaret came back to loom above Helise, and he was swesting as he did at his evening drinking.
"Who told you, you witch, to say such athing?"
Helise was confused and did not answer.

Then d'Uscaret dapped her again, and though now the rings did not cut her face, she darted away, and
fell once more, and crouching on the floor she said, "He never would, my husband Heros. But tonight |
made him, and he lay on me, and when the thing happened to him which happens, he dtered. Hisflesh
broke out in metal spangles, and | saw he he had abird'sface, and the besk, and ademon'seyes, likea
hawk's eyes, but green. It ran away up the chimney."

D'Uscaret turned from her. "Go search the bedchamber.”

Paeastheir lady, two of the men went out. The few left behind looked half-mad. D'Uscaret swesated.
Not one of them had declared these events must be impossible.

Helise saw that her statement seemed obtuse, which was mostly dueto alack of carna vocabulary.
Fedling no reticence, shetried to put thisright. "I mean," she said, "that when he was being a husband to
me, when the fit comes, then he was changed." Suddenly awild lament swept down on her. Tears
gushed. She sprawled on thefloor.

Shortly after this, everyone went out, and locked her into the room.
Helise wept until al awareness was wrung from her body. Perhaps she dept then.

She wakened to torchlight. A steward of the house, and awoman who waited on Lady dUscaret, pulled
Helise upright.

"Y ou will make no sound,” said the waiting-woman.

They took her through the mansion, dong passages, up stairs, rather as she had taken hersdf earlier,
searching for the secret gpartment of her beloved.

Findly there was another room, with sparse furnishings, awindow of lactescent glass. A ghostly servant
had arrived before them, and was putting out a ewer and cup, a covered basket. One candle burned.

The servant, the woman, the torch-bearing steward, drew off from Helise, until shewasaonein the
middle of the gloom.

She sad, stupidly, and for no red reason, "What am | to do here?!



"Stay, at my lady'swill," rapped the woman.
Then they went, and closed the door, and locked it on her asthe other door had been locked.

Helise crept to the neglected, ill-prepared bed. Shefelt nothing, no fear, and no darm, no longer the
agony of sorrow. She dept again, and only redlised, reviving to Sickly awvareness at the entry of light
through the vitreous window, that she had been imprisoned for her crime,

They brought her food and water and asmal amount of wine, her tiring table and embroidery, fresh linen.
The room was cold, was summer waning? Although she sometimes asked the servant, they sent no logs
for her fireplace, and only alowed her one candle & atime.

There were no writing materials, and if there had been any, who would have agreed to be her
messenger? Besides, to whom should she gpply? Her family of 1aVdle had loved her only in as much as
she had been wanted by d'Uscaret. Now d'Uscaret hated her.

| prayed to the Devil. He granted my desire and now collects his fee.

She dept agreat dedl, and dreamed of Heros. Nearly aways he was breaking in to rescue her. But
overcome with lugt, they fell at once to coupling on the floor or bed. In the midst of this shewould try to
push him away, shrieking. Also she would dream she lay down and the pillow dowly changedinto a
staring, decaying eagle's head. And once, that her aunt's pet bird flew out of its cage and went for her

eyes.
Shewould wakein fear, or crying.

They gave her no news. One morning, in desperation, she had muttered to the dull unkindly servant who
brought the food, "What do they say of Lord Heros?!

The servant sent her aglance.
"Nothing, madam. He'sawayonhigourneyfortheDuke."

Helise was bemused. Later she began to see that dUscaret had used the proposed excursion Heros had
intended, on Ducal business, as the excuse for his vanishment. He had merely set out aday or soin
advance. The City, and half d'Uscaret's own household, were handed this tale, and would accept it.
Probably it was put about that he hurried to escape the difficult young wife, who now turned hysterical at
her lord's absence, hence her confinement to aremoter region of the manse. Had even the Duke himself
been deceived?

But meanwhile - wherewasit that Heros had gone to, or that thing had gone to he had become?
Thinking of that al her nerve deserted her. She had a vision which seemed dmost papable. Sheimagined
the creature on the roofs of the City, at upper windows, perhagps availing itsaf of chimneys. It flickered in
and out of her inner sight. What it did she could not be sure. But they were deeds of darkness, hunger -
and inthe end it would hideitself. Shedid not know where.

However, she had one other dream, and only once. She saw the thing (her husband) seated in his
chamber in the very house, at that table under the round window and the triptych of Psyche. Among the
parapherndiaof former studies he had paper, pen and ink, and was writing... she saw what he- it -
wrote. Evenin the dream... incongruous. For they were rhymes of love. She had not wanted to
approach, had been afraid, but the creature did not see her, for in the dream she was incorpored.
Besides, its head lolled, the eyes were dull, and the tongue ran from its beak. The hands wrote busly,
dertly, the claws scratching the paper. Some human facet of Heros, some memory from hisman'sbrain,



plainly supplied the task, at which the bird's head moronically attended.

Close by on the desk, among the apparatuses of silver and glass, the balances and skeletons, lay some
strands of hair, caked with blood at one end. There were also severd teeth in apewter dish, fresh and
white but for the old blood on them.

After thisdream, Helise did not cry out or sob. She got up asif tranced and went to her tiring table,
where the mirror was, and stared in a her own young, shrunken face.

She had never before redlised that her eyes were of this shade. Definitdly, if looked upon closely, there
was agreenish cast to them.

On the thirty-eighth day of her captivity, Helise was visited by her second mother, Lady d'Uscaret.

The woman entered the room and had the door shut behind her. She wore the black and viridian of the
house like mourning. All her hair was covered. Her collgpse, which seemed to have maintained itsdlf, had
not softened or fleshed out any part of her.

"You may stay inyour bed,” shetold Helise. "What else are you good for? | cameto look &t you. To see
thisinsect which destroyed my son.”

Hédise lay with the covers up to her chin, and endured the looking-at.

"MercilessHeaven," said Lady dUscaret. "Isit afact, you made the old fool Y sanne giveyou
aphrodisiacs of Alexandria? Don't bother to speak. She was beaten, and confessed. A meddling wretch.
But | amto blame. | judged the taleswere lies, or advised mysdlf they were. Who could live otherwise?
Sometimes, onewould say | was green-eyed. | should have guessed from that. My mirror reassured me.
But the mirror was old and cloudy... And my son, that beautiful boy from such aloveless match - there
are such eyesin other houses, other lands. Why attend to alegend, a story to frighten children with at the
hearth in winter?'

She spoke in acomposed, indifferent way.

"And you. | reckoned you harmless. He had hisnight, so | thought. Thereis proof, | thought. He took
pleasure with her, and no uncommon thing occurred. He had dways feared it. Unspoken. | would never
listen. Until we walked in the garden, not long ago. "I must be away," he said to me. Then | knew. Hed
left you untouched, was virgin gtill. The curse wasin our blood. He dared not.”

D'Uscaret's Lady looked on with her eyes not green, nor black.
"But youforced himtoit."
Helise was nailed on her pillow. She could not move or reply.

"Make no mistake," said her second mother, Til have you killed. Expect it. Some banein your drink, a
cushion pressed to your face. Or a strong man will come and hang you."

In her coffin of abed, Helise could not even fed terror.
Lady d'Uscaret opened the door and went out of it, and it was locked again.
That, and its after-taste, were the thirty-eighth day.

On the thirty-ninth day, women filled the chamber.



They pulled her from the bed, washed her and dressed her, combed out her hair. There was a spurious
air of the preparation for the bridal. No one said anything to her, nonetheless. They did not even address
her as"lady" or "madam’.

When the women had gone, without explanation, Helise spped the watery wine of her confinement,
wondering if it had been doctored. She seemed to have a burning sensation in her throat, but then it
passed.

In the afternoon, men of the house entered, without preamble or apology. The steward said to her, "You
must get up, and come with us."

"Where?' shesad listlesdly.
"That youll learn.”

Where she was not an article of barter, or asexua pawn, she had never been treated as an adult, only
ever asababy, save some of the cruelty might have been restrained in ababy's case.

She went with them, and they took her away aong the corridors and stairs, and she noticed the rotted
tapestries, the lost chests mice had chewed. She did not pay much attention. She had no say in the world
to beinterested init.

Finaly shedid know where they carried her. She began to scent their fear, and then her heart sumbled
and in their grip she amost sank down, but they hauled her on, up the twisting air into the Bird Tower.
The door wasin front of her withitsring and falcon'smask. A hand flung it wide, and straight off the step
shewasllifted, into that chamber, that cell of the scholar, which had belonged to Heros dUscaret.

At the hour they gave her no reasons. She was nothing to them, useful only for her femalenessand
expendability. It waslater that, by small sproutings of gossip, by aletter or two uncovered from forgotten
cabinets, such things, that the brain of Helise evolved and ordered atheory of events.

Her dream of him, as he wrote the uncouth verses, had verity. Shewas spiritudly linked to him, she, the
author of hisdamnation. In the moment of union, two becoming one...

No sooner did she enter the room with d'Uscaret's men, that thirty-ninth day, than she glimpsed the
grands of hair, the teeth in the dish, ink spilled on paper, on the floor. He had |eft other marksin that
room, once so esoteric and cleanly. (The painting on the triptych had at |ast been overturned. Perhaps
this was some vestige of human anger, or only the upsetting of flight.)

The Duke had sustained d'Uscaret, and one other grest house had reluctantly held its vengeful arm. But
there had been atrocitiesin the City. Not only adaughter of Lyrecourt was won to a couch of blood, not
only the rich and mighty howled for an end. The Duke had said, it seemed, he would leave dUscaret to
itsown affairs, whatever their nature, providing dUscaret would see to them.

It did not always come to shelter by day in the Tower of the Birds. No, only seven or eight times did they
detect it had entered there, going over the roof and in at that round window inaccessible to any other. It
would possess scattered eyries. The vaults of chapels, wild land about the old City wall; it had been seen
climbing the turret of aruined church, by aman who took it for amonkey - but some, hearing the
rumour, knew otherwise. Elsewhere, near the markets, two fornicators were scared in acorn-bin by a
beast they swore was a giant beaked lizard that had on man's clothing.

Y et the human memory, some urge, brought it now and then to dUscaret, and most often by night.

It could be dain. No legend had ever prohibited that. How, wasless sure. And they were afraid,



sckened, loathing. Something must be put between them and the actudity.
A drinker and feeder, it had another proclivity. The horrid reports had made this obvious.
Lord dUscaret stood before the narrow monk's bed, and pointed to Helise, his daughter by marriage.

Tut her there. Tie her. The cord round her waist, with enough dack. Let her go about the room if she
wants. Hell smell her the sooner and comein.”

Like abitch-dog then, they leashed her by arope-girdle and along tether. Nowhere in the room was
anything that she might employ to hack hersdf free. She would not even have thought of it. The
inevitability of their plan, of which shewas so strategic a part, of which she had at that time scant grasp,
gave her over for their use,

They did not assure her men would be waiting, with drawn swords, with javelins and clubs, below inthe
lobby under the twisting stair. They were not, anyway, there for her protection.

A watch would be kept on adjacent heights of the building. She would not even need to scream. She was
the bait insde the trap, the distraction, the scapegoat for dl their sins.

Like Psyche, sacrificed on the mountain to save the rest.
"He may not cometonight, or tomorrow," said dUscaret. "We may haveto wait."
A priegt in black said solemnly, "We must go down and pray.”

They were glad to leave the chamber, with its strange tang, faint, like that of ahawk'smews. Glad to
leave the scapegoat. The priest, who she had not seen till he spoke, did not offer her word or look.

Sheroamed awhile on her leash, up and down. She could not quite get far enough to right the triptych,
or to finger the dementson the table.

For her sustenance had been left white bread in anapkin, fish and mushrooms, cheese and grapes, milk
and wine, and swests.

She ate with appetite. She was not frightened. She sang softly to hersalf, for company, as she had donein
childhood.

When the dark began to come, she spread herself on the low bed. He had dept here, her husband.

Shelay and thought of him, and suddenly her body was dive with desire. Shelonged to fed hisweight
lowering itself upon her, his caressing ravishments, the thrust of him againgt her womb.

She remembered atae at least as antique as the dooms of dUscaret, of the monster transformed to
human beauty through love'skiss.

Wasit amiracle she might accomplish, shewho had sent him into Hell, to bring him forth again into the
light?

She lay in the blackness, and her body moved with the rhythms of fire. She dept, and dreamed his weight
crushed her, his strength pierced her. She was opened out, stretched to her limits, her brain shattered in
dars.

But nothing but dark and dawn entered the chamber, the thirty-ninth night, the fortieth day.



The window was abowl of jade, tranducent twilight. Helise gazed at it, surprised to have dept so long.
On the floor the panier and plate were empty. The food had not been replenished. A mouthful of wine

was |eft. Shadows curtained the room, and silence had spun her web there. Helise shifted again on the

bed, and sang a phrase of song, to hear the web quiver, then regather on the frame of the dusk.

The rope had begun to chafe her ribswhere it had ridden up over her gown.

She lay and watched the window ebbing from green jade to marzipan grey. She might deep again.
Seeping was benign. She had dreamed of loveiness, though she could not recdl it now.

Drifting, she heard amild scrape-scrape at the window asif far away. A leaf or branch, unsettled by
some evening wind. Or abird againgt the panes. She was not inclined to look, to try to make it out.

She drifted on, borne by a smooth river, the room adark forest that rustled gently, and blew upon her an
open breath of sky, until she bumped against the wharf of awareness, and her eydids raised themsdlves.

Whereisthis place? Not aforest, but achamber, its one green eye now black. The aromaof amews
was stronger.

Then she heard. A crisping of garments, a step on the floor. She heard, there in the darkness, unseen, a
breathing.

'Isit you, my lord?" she called softly, "my Lord Heros?'
And the breathing was arrested, began again, and drew nearer.

Somewhere degp-buried by forty daysin awilderness, Helise dUscaret knew that she should, at this
second, be whimpering or shrieking, weak with horror, tearing at her fetters, crying to God. But dl she
felt wasadight curiogty, aglimmering want, to see again what she had shaped him to. And evenin that,
lust moved, lust murmured like atide within her. She was under aspell. She wasthe Devil's dupe. She
was damned as he was.

"Isit you, my lord?" she said again, and held out her arms.

Thereek of apreying bird was thicker, musky, and there was too another darker flavour, like the scum
of amarsh. The stink did not repel Helise. It intrigued her. Even the butcher's whiff of blood did not
offend.

"Heros," shesad.

Shefet more than saw a blacker blackness between her and the window, beside the bed. Then the eyes,
catching some flake of light from the sky, flashed, and turned on her their soulless motes. The eyes of
Satan, pendant there in nothingness, this they might have been. But she was not afraid.

Then, from the bedfoot, the heat of abody came crawling up on her, the weight of the body covered her,
and two hands dipped across her, her breast and throat, and there the talons scratched her, but it was
glancing and inadvertent.

In the dark, she put up her own hands and touched the roughness of the scales, and the emerald eyes
floated, watching her, seeing her as she could not see, in the dark.

He had not harmed her before. She had not been told what had been done, out in the City. Her images
of those things were nebulous.



Something swung across her face. It was the wicked beak, but she did not redlise. Instead the questing,
ugly, (invisible) tongue extruded, and sipped at the skin of her neck, strayed across her breastbone.
Sinuous and serpentine, it described the mound of one breast.

Lying on her, the mongter from the myth made loveto her in the blind dark, asin the blind dark the
Unseen had made love to Psyche.

Helise, who should have doubted, should have lit the lamp of her ordinary virtue and cancelled love with
howls and screams, clung to darkness, which had the arms, the muscled back, the thin pelvis of aman,
and which filled her with the organ of aman.

She must not cry aoud, evenin ecstasy -

Just a that moment, as she twined him with her limbs, on the crazy threshold of abandonment - just then,
Psyche after dl kindled her lamp.

Benesth his body, some black filaments of clothes, her eyes dazzled - she was conscious the door had
been pushed wide, and the torch glare streamed into the chamber.

Her silence, as maybe her screaming would have done, had betrayed them.

Hédlise attempted to speak. To rouse her lover, to ward off the spurl of firesand men, the glint of
wespons that came pouring down on them.

But thelover of Helise, he knew. He knew, and did not leave her. Ashisloinsthrust on, franticaly,
againg her and within, the head of the monstrous bird was turned, to look sidelong into the crowd of
assassins.

A look. It stopped them. The men fdll back. The weapons were folding over like blades of grass before a
scythe.

A sound came out of it, the thing that rode upon her, and turning again, it buried its fearful head among
the pillows.

Helise clutched at the shuddering muscles, cloth, silk, flesh, scales - the crowd in the room had no
meaning. Enormous beets began to echo through the core of her, and in the insanity of delight, she beheld
awoman like along opaque shadow, push by the wilted kindred, the strengthless swords. Inthe
carnivorous hands of Lady dUscaret was asoldier's spear. Her eyeswere al the face she had. Her eyes
were no longer black, but blazing green.

The shock of the javelin, rammed into the body of her son by thiswoman, who thrust with desth ashe
himsdlf thrust with the weapon of life, rocked both loverslike the quakeitself. And Helise felt the point of
the spear, tearing through his heart, prick out to graze her breast.

She gaped her mouth to scream after al. And on aback-cloth of lights and shadows, where the woman
seemed to topple away (like aflat figure in achurch window), therewas aspurt of blood, afalling, a
throe, of generation and of terminus.

Helise, between dl the many gates of Hell, was thrown into the Hell of ecstasy.
She shrieked and writhed and a spear seemed to enter her also.

In this state she was, flailing and lurching on the bed like abroken snake, until they dragged the dead
thing out of her and off her, onto thefloor.



Then, only then, the delirium guttered and extinguished. And she was left behind.

Shelay, covered in hisblood, soaked by that, by tears and sweat, and the waiting-woman of the mother
of Herosleaned over her and said, "Drink this"

Helise drank. She had no choice, for they held her.
Long after, she became convinced that &l the people had gone away.
When she sat up, it was so. The chamber was black and shut, as earlier.

When she stumbled from the bed and pulled hersalf on hands and knees across the floor, she
encountered a bloody spear, but nothing else.

They had taken their dead away. They had left her here with their poison in her to diein her turn.
Already she could taste degth, and in her aams and legsit stole like cool water. There was no pain.
Sitting by the hearth, she attempted to perform a contrition. Would God hear? God had never heard her.

Eventualy shewasin thefireplace. Still, shewas not afraid. Her body was cold, but for her heart, and
then her heart was cold too.

Shefdt it cease, shefdt hersdf die. It seemed irrdlevant, pointless.
What happened wasthis.

The Lady of dUscaret went to her own chamber, and there she hanged hersdlf. She was buried in state
in afamily mausoleum near the Temple-Church. It was explained she perished of sadness, learning her
son had been killed by robbers on hisjourney. His body had been lost in foreign lands.

For the bride of Heros, who took her life a news of his death, there could be no holy ground. But out of
compassion they made her abed in the walled garden.

Not much after that, afeud sprang up between the houses of d'Uscaret and Lyrecourt. Its foundation
was obscure, some insult or obtainment. Despite the stern jurisdiction of the Duke, the flower of
d'Uscaret's young men were soon mown down, and thelord himsalf was daughtered like apig on his
way from Mass. At leadt, his soul went well-prepared to Heaven.

Insde ayear, dl the candles of d'Uscaret were put out. A few of the kindred, obscure relatives, old
women and men, lingered in the mansion with their ederly servants.

A decade, and dUscaret had become little better than alodging house.

Though there were yet some who, passing it at dead of night on the street, would cross themsalves under
itswals, not knowing why.

PART HIVE

TheWidow

Beagod and hold me

With acharm! Beaman and fold me
Withthinearm!

-Browning



Asif from the tomb, deepily, he rose up from her narrative. (Which might be gpposite enough.) She had
anyway bewitched him. He had seen what she said, in vivid pictures, magterful paintings cometo life.

Raoulin stirred, and stretched himsdlf, as he would not have done so fredly in the presence of alady. He
took care not to look at her directly, but into the palid glow of thefire, which had either been fed while
he sat entranced, or which magically never went out.

"But Demoisdle Hdlise," said Raoulin, sportive with the supernatura for there seemed nothing elseto be,
"if you died, here you are, and you haven't yet given me the dchemica formulafor that. Besdes- am| to
take you for twenty-five or twenty-six years? Not more than eighteen, surely?’

"Timefor me has made astop,” she said. Her liquid voice thrilled him. The voice of a sorceress. One
could not be blamed for anything under the same roof asawitch.

At his own thought Raoulin struggled briefly. He reached back after the dead prostitute, the anguish that
had brought him here. But abam had been salved over them. They did not hurt any more.

"Shal |," she said, "conclude my story at once?"

Then hehad to look at her. Into her eyeslike emerald. He nodded. She said, "That part's swiftly told.
The poison my husband's mother had administered wasinsufficient. | did not die, but lay inert, flexible
and wholesome, and with adight breathing that some doctor ascertained. They did not have the heart for
more murder, to finish off the bitch's work. The feud was out with Lyrecourt, the Duke's frowns
glowering. And there was Heros to be seen to. His corpse had rotted in one night, with afearful stink, al
bits, human and avian. So they made my tomb, and named it for me, and laid the box of his bonesthere
under aproud drape. For me, | was hidden again in this room, and sometimes tended. After many
months, it seems | began to revive. | recall nothing of that period, not for three or four years, rather asthe
infant does not. Then | became myself, and remembered what | had been and what they had doneto me.
| was content to be hidden, and to hide. | heard tidings of their various deaths from servants. One
evening | wastold how Lord dUscaret, my second father, had been bled on Satan's Way, under the
Temple-Church. | laughed and had to pretend it was weeping, because | was still nervous of my jailors."
Helise put up her hand and rested it on her ddlicate chin. "Y ou see, Sieur Raoulin, it had driven me mad.
Y ou can't anticipate from me any finefeelings. | cackle at corpses, | burdt into tears at the newborn
baby'scry."

Raoulin shivered. It was not her words, only some latent truth inherent in them for al mankind.

"When most of dUscaret had gone, | began to win out of my prison. | waslet go about. | caused no
trouble with my walking of the corridors, my occasiona peeking into cupboards. | learned alittle, but did
not take up arms. Like the old ones dying here, | was only and all acceptance. Now they think of measa
part of the masonry. | do as| wish. The two servants feed me and serve me when necessary. Of course,
I'm spoken of as one deceased. They recall that much, it must never be admitted, my resurrection.”

When she said this, Raoulin was not moved to horror or distress for her. She seemed only reciting the
part of acharacter in adrama, and not even very well. Her passions were dead even if her heart went on
besting. But she startled him next.

Her voice had an avidity when she said, "Y €, I've waited."
Raoulin found himsdlf, bewitched or not, on guard.
"For what, lady?"



"Why," shesad, "l think, for you."

"For me? | can't assist you - or, if you've some petition | could go to the courts with it - my father has
some influence, but not in the City - and do you think - the tale, being or seeming, improbable - '

"No, m'seur. Beat ease. | want nothing like that."

Raoulin was ashamed of hisreluctance, yet now, asredity came back to him, uncomfortable as blood
returning to anumbed foot, he began to yearn to be done with this. In the edritch room he had formerly
deemed coy and feminine, the miasmaof her history shimmered. What hour was it? Surely Laude had
struck -

"I might have roamed the City, but that wasn't in meto do. My early training was as a daughter of anoble
house. Y ou'll understand, Sieur Raoulin, only aged men have recently entered dUscaret.”

Raoulin found himsdlf saring a her again, into the jewd eyes.

"Women aso may burn,” she said. "'I've been chaste asthe nun for dl these years of my widowhood. The
last violation, the monsgtrousintrusion - never, sncethen.”

While she had recounted those things, though they seemed enacted before him, they had not aroused.
But now, abruptly, with an extreme pressure, lust possessed him. He got to hisfeet, not meaning to, and
clumsily jarred the table where the wine cup stood - and he thought of the wine, Y sanne's drugs of
Alexandria. And through the murk two ideas struck clear, like rocksin aflood. That despite everything,
shewas awoman of aline older than the City, higher than he could ascend with safety, and, of course,
that though hisflesh throbbed for her, he did not want to lie down with her, even in afalsehood, the
resurrected girl who had pleasured a demon.

But therein thefirdight of the sorcerous hearth, Helise dUscaret was combing her blonde hair with her
fingers, shewas shaking her tresses so they flew about her like white foam from the sea. She was putting
up her hands to the nape of her neck, the lacing of the gown. "Come here," she said, "and help me."

And he discovered he was there behind her, eagerly fumbling at the undoing of her dress. And asiit
dipped from her shoulders, she drew his hands around her body, over the shift, to her breasts and belly.
The fire shone through the linen as through the strands of her hair. The scent of her drenched hislungs, his
mind.

"Therés apact between us" shesaid. "Thismust be"

"Amen," he muttered, and pulled her around to have her mouth.

Indeed, could you credit her story? Y es, she wasinsane alittle. The prologue to an enticement, al that
rigmarole, with the old hag of the kitchen an accomplice.

Somewherein hisbrain, likeabdl distantly tolling, some tocsin of unease kept on. But heforgot it ashe
brought her by the carved posts of the bed, and she threw off the shift and lay down before him likea

nymph of peerl.

She gave alow laugh when he entered her. It deterred him haf a second. Then she had flung up against
him, and he could do nothing but begin with her that dance of desth caled procregtion, the invention of
thefiends

Her cries came like those of one under torture. He lifted himself, and saw her, her face contorted with
ravening agony or joy, her whole body pulsing asif rivers broke beneath her bones, asif she must



dissolve. Onelook and he too was set off, like cannon by tinder. He leaned on her groaning and an
exquisite needle seemed to pierce through the centre of hisloins, into his spine, so he dso shook and
struggled to beimpaled or to get release.

And at the height of it, somehow he began to see her again, to see what clagped him and gave him this,
and even in theingtants of orgasm, some quarter of hisbrain started to rip at him, to tear him back into
his senses. That quarter howled. Then sight and thought smote him together like blows.

Raoulin shouted out - not in pleasure, not now. Hetried to spring backwards, and fell heavily against a
post of the bed. There, helay. He lay looking at Helise. At what Helise had become. Became.

The fever-image had been correct. For shewas, it was afact, dissolving. Her flesh was dopping off, the
skeins of muscles showing, melting in their turn, pouring over the bones like heated wax. And the bones
themselves were sere. Asthey came poking up through the deliquescent body, it was reveded they were
old bones, meant to be naked adecade at |east.

She- no longer she - wasadudge, silt or mud, upon the sheet. And the bonesrattled dightly, settling in
their improper bed. About the skull, the brittle flax of hair, going every minute more to mould and dust.
And in the death's-head, al stained with the passage of sudden decay, two green gelatines were fixed,
the eyes of what she had become, of what had alowed her corpseto live, in waiting, dl these hungry
years.

THE PURPLE BOOK
From The amethyst
PART ONE
TheRoman

Easy isthe descent to Hell
Black Dis gates stand open night and day.
-Virgil

The Roman stood under thewadll of the Insula Juna, listening to hiswife crying in the room above.

The gpartment was on the first floor of the block; in the street, it was but too easy to hear her lament,
through the hot noisy afternoon air. Perhaps she cried more loudly only to be heard by him, her heartless
husband. Once she detected the sound of his horse's hoof's she might leave off.

Better get on then. Better allow her the chance.

He beckoned briskly, and the boy came from under the platanus tree with his cavalry mare. Vuscatipped
him aslver denarius, that was the sort of timesthey were. The boy ran off, and the soldier mounted up
and started the mare moving.

Laviniasthrenody unravelled dong thewadls.

As he rode through the shadier back lanes around the temple of Venus, and out on to the broad
East-West Road, he thought of Laviniaas she had been, the girl he married. Hefirst saw her inan
orchard, just west of the town. He had gone out for the hunting, and come back chastened by
un-success. The sun waslow behind him, the dusty road fringed with dark treesthat glowed after the day
asif they kept the heat. On a curve of land that looked down to the cemetery and the town'swest gate,
was avillaone dways passed going thisway. It was a modest building, by now in need of somerepair.



Likeall Par Dis, it had seen kinder days. Then, over alow wall, gppeared the orchard, and by the plum
treesin the melowed light, thisgirl. Her skin was luminous, succulent. Her dark hair, drawn back into a
smpleknot, had mostly come unbound. He fancied her at once, and hoped she was some nicely-dressed
dave. But dthough she looked admiringly at him in hislesather tunic, the casua-wear of the Fort, and as
recognisable as full parade armour and cloak of Tyrian purple, she did not answer his polite greeting, and
next ran away. She was fourteen. Shewas not adave, ether, as he presently managed also to find out.
When he started to find excuses to go back along that road, when he started to gossip with the stray
servants, or beg adrink of milk at the villafarm, when he saw her very often and redlised that she hersalf
found excusesto be there at such times as a passing officer might happen by, then he learned shewasthe
ward of the house.

Shewasa Chrigtian, aswell. That he liked even less. He was himsdlf aMithrian, and had the mark
between his brows. He sensibly worshipped Mars, too, the Warrior, for his profession, and gave
seasond respectsto Jupiter the Father. The odd mysteries of Jusa Christos put him off, what he knew of
them. It sounded like Greek Dionysos, without enough wine.

He began to frequent the house, though, and became friendly with her uncle, the guardian. He was
alowed to talk to her, then, and here and there they sneaked off and furtively fondled. He saw hewould
only get what he wanted by marrying her and that there were advantagesin that - for though rough, the
villahad some money init. Then hewondered if they would insst he become a Christian. But that was
not their formula. Apparently he might do as he wished, providing he let her practise her own religion.

He saw later, once he had wedded and bedded Lavinia, had had her, and ingtdled her in married
quarters a the Insula Juna, that the whole point of this understanding was that she should then attempt to
convert him, day and night long. Those werethe first arguments.

He did not mind it too much. Hewas a Centurian VVditis. His bed wasin the Fort.

She next withheld her favours, to punish him for not wanting some priest to push himin theriver, half
drown him, tell him al his snswere washed out, and now he must love hisenemies.

"Youforget, Vinia" hesaid. "I'm asoldier. My enemiesl| kill."

"The armies of the Emperor are upheld by Christian legionaries,” she said promptly. Obvioudy someone
had told her what to say. It was probably true, and if it was, accounted maybe for the great running
cracksthat were dismantling the Empire. There were certainly no legions eft by now in thishole of Par
Diswhere, like afool, seven years before their meeting, he had got himself sent. Someone had said the
best means to promotion were the difficult and savage postings. And Par Dis, with itstown of baths and
basilicaand circus, was not even so bad. It had originated from some silver mines, hence the name (for
Pluto-Dis, god of the Underworld and itsriches). But the silver ran out after afew decades. The Empire
had been ever-gtretching in those days, however, and saw no harm in making afrontier station on the
ste. There were dready roads, afort, a native settlement. The walls and town were added. Theriver
was useful in the trading way, and sometimes provided fine oysters.

The oysterswere dl gone now, like the slver and the two legions. Only men of the Auxilia, native
companies under Roman officers, held the linein thisflung forth province.

He had had his promotion. He had reached centurion, with acommand of skirmish cavalry. There he
stuck.

It was acuriousidea: when he was traveling the miles here from Rome, to begin dl this, Laviniahad been
seven years old. For seven more she grew up, lying in ambush for him on the west road, coming out with
the plums at the fatal moment.



When she would not have him, he went with the amiable whores at the She-Wolf. One evening the drunk
uncle stormed to the Fort, and made afool of himsdf (and of VVusca) over it. How could he (Vusca) be
such abarbarian, wasting his strength on these women, neglecting hiswife, when al she longed for wasto
bear him ason.

Thisturned out to be afact. Laviniahad now decided to pine not only for a Christian husband, but for a
baby.

Shewent and lived in the villaawhile. When she returned to the married quarters, they were reconciled.
She had become thin, scrawny with dissatisfaction, or sadness. Her mouth turned down and there were
two cut lines either side of it. He did his best. But he did not seem able to please her now, evenin bed
.They tried for her baby in grim sweaty grindings.

One day she was pregnant. He, lessinterested than she, made the correct offerings. He supposed she
merely praised her ghastly daves god, who refused presents with typical petulance.

It was abad winter. There were wolves a the gates. Uncle went wolf-hunting and was mauled. He died
aweek later and when Laviniaheard she miscarried in the fourth month.

After this, she did not conceive again. They eventualy left off the dutiful grindings. He went back to his
whores and she went off to her Christ. When Laviniamet her husband, shewould cry. She greeted himin
tearsasif after an absence of months. Then they would talk, attempting to be rational. But soon her
niggling would commence, her whining. She could not seem to control it, like foul bregth. At last he
shouted, or he was cold, or he mocked her. Finally al he was able to do was leave her, and hear her
crying again, from the street below. He tried to enact this repetitive scene as seldom as he might. He had
only come here today because she sent him awild message. He had got theimpression shewasill.

But she only said she had had some dream. Her god had told her something or other. And that Vusca
and she must return to full relations.

Shewas using her god now to drag in the erring spouse. If he had been a Chritian, it might have
worked. He could not think why she wanted him. Asloversthey had nothing, and as two people,
nothing.

She stood there, fragilely brittle and dry as adead leaf somehow preserved. One tap, and she would be
in pieces. Hisannoyance would not resist that. They might separate, he said. Le was not, after al, by
blood more than somewhat Roman, and had rlativesin the north. Surely she would prefer to go to them.
And perhaps, if there were adivorce, she might (he grimaced, who would want to?) remarry, more

heppily.

To aChrigtian, divorce was unacceptable.

She had not married a Christian, he reminded her.
He, she said, had undergone a Christian marriage.
To please her, he said.

He had loved her then, she said.

He gpol ogised, which was crud.

Shecried. On hiscue, heléeft her.



The East-West Road ran straight through the town, straight through the forum, with its market,
law-courts, temples, straight on to the East Gate and the Fort. The plan of the town was still pure,
whatever else crumbled, whatever dums accrued, the two highways unswverving asruled lines, the origind
buildings symmetrical. Above the town, to the south, west, east and north, were the endless ups and
downsof the hillsthat held theriver valey. The route east, the view of the hills, even the bustle of the
forum - when goingin this direction - cheered VVusca up. The sight of the Fort itself, though it was the
cradle of his disappointments (hislife had had little besides), had alook of home which the Insula Juna
never did.

Vuscawas a man who preferred to be among men. He distrusted women, did not understand them. The
life of the legions suited him, with itsfellowship of the march, camp or barracks, the orderly routines
marked out by trumpets. Though he had yearned in his youth for more active service, now even that had
stopped its gnawing. The practice skirmishes of his corps of Velites ably substituted. Heredlised it was a
kind of make-believe. They dl indulged in it: the code - that they were ready to repel the hordes, and
could do so; the symbol - of Rome astride the world for ever. Rome was not going to last. Shewas
tearing her own heart out. For the hordes, they were those same smiling tribesmen who had their hutment
the other side of theriver, who bartered with the Fort and in the market, sent stray daughterstotrainin
the brothel, or crossed the water entirely to take up Roman ways, like Lavinias grandfather. One knew
the horde was till there, of course, behind the friendly obligement, the tunic or dalmatic. It could turn
into asnarl, that smile. And then what? The other bet was, Rome would pull the Auxiliain as she had
pulled in her legions dready, leaving the frontiers bare, letting go. Then you must decide on marching
home to the Mother you could scarcely remember. Or deserting.

No, Vuscadid not delude himsdlf. He smply, dong with the other centurions, and doubtless the Filum
Commander, lived in the moment.

Onething, if the Auxiliawas recalled, he could go to Rome and leave Laviniahere.

Hewasthinking of thisin the forum, and its wryness amused him, when he saw awoman coming down
the steps of the Temple of the Father and Mother.

Therewas nothing in that, everyone but the Christians -and sometimes even some of those - went to
make offerings to Jupiter or Juna Anga. But she was not dressed like a Roman. Her garments looked
more Eastern, and her face was covered by awisp of veiling. There was an eement in her walk,
provocative, liberated, that suggested the hetaerarather than the she-wolf. A Greek prostitute's freedom.
No doubt she was awhore, for she had that other look, too.

Something about her aroused him, even as he sat on the horse fresh from Lavinias howling. Desre did
not come so readily now. He wondered what it was about this one that stirred it. He was not even close
enough to catch her perfume.

Behind her trotted adave, hurrying with aparasol like a huge pansy-flower to shade her mistress. They
went away towards the Julian Baths.

Vuscarode on towards the Fort.

"There's anew woman. She's set up house behind the Julian Baths. The chief Lupas roaring. Reckons
thisonewill put her girlsout of business.”

Dianus laughed, and the dark sunlight of evening glinted on hiseyes and on the silver of hisservice
bracelets.

"Ah?' said Vuscacautioudy.



"An Eastern hit, or so they say. I've not been there. Y et. Her name's someforeign thing, Lilu, Lillit - so
they cdl her Lililla"

"If she'san Easterner, shelll bea Chrigtian.”

"The Chrigtians can't be whores, their thighs are done up,” said Dianus. "This one worships properly.”
"l maybe saw her," said Vusca

"Y ou maybe did. Come and see her again. Or do you want to go back to your wife?"

It was dusk, and up on the roof-walk of the Light Tower the men wereigniting the brazier. Asthey
walked away from the Fort, the flame fountained behind them, Dis Light, for aguideto theriver traffic,
for % warning to any dreamer on the hills: Rome is here, and Rome is still awake.

The evening was thundery, close and hot. Fireflies blinked in the bushes of a garden. Dianus swaggered.
Hewas not aman Vuscahad ever liked, but yet, like abrother he had grown up with, he was
accustomed to him, prepared to be loyal.

A trumpet sounded gates from the Fort rampart, now severa streets behind. The whole town took its
timing from there, risng with the sun at cockcrow, securing itsdoor at gates. All but the wine-shops and
eating houses which were blooming out on the dark like the fireflies.

They did not go by way of the forum, but cut around to the south. Beyond the Julian Baths was a maze of
sde lanes. Here Dianus located amodest house that had once bel onged to aminor official of the baslica.
A baker'sthat took up the front was closed, but over the house door hung a shining lamp of expensive
Aegyptian dabaster.

Dianus rapped on the door.

After apause, amale voice spoke up. "Who'sthere?"

"l," sad Dianusflirtatioudy, "and afriend.”

"Which house are you seeking?' obtusely demanded the porter through the door.
"Thehouseof Lililla"

"Thisisthat house. Ismy migress known to you?"

"Soon shewill be" said Dianus. And losing patience, battered on the door.

A growl answered from within, not human but canine. Dianus stepped off.

"By the Victory! | think therésared wolf inthere”

"Takeyourself away," advised the porter, over the growling. "My mistress receives no one without
invitation. There are men and dogs here.”

"So | cantell," bawled Dianus. "Keep her then, your bloody mistress. But she'd have done better not to
fal out with the Fort." He waited, listening to seeif thisdid any good. It did not. With avolley of oaths
Dianus strode off. Vusca kept pace. He was more tickled than anything. Whores came three to the
denarius, but this one, as he had suspected, traded by the Greek mode.

He consdered the woman Lililladowly. Thiswas not the hot haste of his passages along the west hill



after Lavinia
Lilillawas available for an honest price. The dedlings of harlotry, if not of women, he grasped.

Eight mornings later, when the drills, and a store ingpection, were over, Retullus Vuscawent up to the
forum and searched among the stals and shops. He ended up in the cave of discreet Barbarus (ablond
hill tribesman, now more civilised-L atinised than half the town, and capable of speaking Greek more
honed than the Pilum Commander's, though thislatter was not difficult). Here was found asuitable article.
A painted vase of Aegyptian nard - amost generous, but not effusive, down-payment. It was dispatched
to the house of Lilillaby one of Barbarus own sons. The papyrus read: "Thisfrom your admirer
Centurion VditisRe. Vusca. If he cdls upon you this evening, may he hope not to be refused?”

A smadller papyrus reached him before sunset at the Fort.
It answered: 'Lord, | touch your gift to my heart. Come."
Thistime the door was opened and the porter bowed.

Lamplight, and a pleasant foreign smell of other oils and incensesfilled the lobby. The atrium wastheold
way - it was an old house - partly unroofed, with atank of water, but it had been made attractive with
Greek lamps and the paint redone on the walls. At the shadow's edge stood a man with two wolfhounds
on leash, just vishble, atactful reminder.

In the central room Rome ceased, and Par Distoo. It became an Eastern pavilion. Silk ropes, draperies,
images of ivory. On glowing charcod burned sticks of something that the Pharaohs might have favoured.

Vuscafound himself suddenly excited and nervous, like some boy.
He planted himself firmly, and asthe dave went out, looked round and saw the woman, Lililla

Shereclined on a couch, in afringed robe that gleamed like water even as she breathed. Her lipswere
nacred and her eyes al kohl. She got up without hurry, and came towards Vusca. When she reached
him, she kneeled down with the liquid boneless movement of asnake. She brushed hisfoot with her
fingersand got up again, and looked into hisface,

"The centurion honours me," she said. Her voice was|ow.

He discovered he had no words. He had meant to play her game with her, al courtesy and fakes. But
everything about her was sex. Though she was not to be tumbled like the she-wolves, hested and quick,
every lineof her said Take me.

Hewould haveto leaveit dl to her.
Perhaps that was the idea.

She conducted him to the couch, and gave him awine bowl of slver. Lovers performed acts thereon
that, when he caught glimpses, startled him. Thewine was black and spicy. Something in it?

Soon, she made him lie back upon the couch. She undid his clothes with damning competence. She
began to do thingsto his body, with her hands, with afan of feathers she took up, with smooth strigils of
ename. He need do nothing. She worked on him like acomplacently smiling physician. She removed her
own garment only when he had showed himself ready, asif to reward him. She was smdl, with round
breasts, round heavy hips, an indented waist, strong thighs. Her feet and ankles, like her hands and
wrigts, her face, were ddlicately shaped. She wasfleshy but firm, like asatiny fruit. Her lipswerethe



same. When she absorbed his penisinto her mouth he was half darmed. She seemed to have no teeth.
When she drew on him, he amost could not check himsdlf. He held back with some trouble, wanting to
possess her. She seemed to read thisfrom his eyes, let him go and mounted him, and took him in again at
the second mouth, the mouth he wanted most.

She performed dl the labour, she dso controlled him with awicked, subservient mastery, not permitting
him to gaculate at first, reining him by astrange pressure at the base of the column. When his seed did
spurt, it camein aconvulsion. He had seldom if ever known aclimax so intense. He found, astonished
when she removed hersdf from him, that she had a so penetrated him.

She went away briefly, while helay there, and returned freshly robed, carrying the wine-cup, which she
offered on her knees.

Unlike the other whores, she had made no pretence of her own pleasure. Neither had she shown a
whore's aversion, any impatience or indifference. She had been created for hisuse. It was as natural as
thet.

When he had drunk the wine and sat up, she said, "It grieves me that my lord must leave me so soon. But
| too have some tiresome business that must be completed this evening. | shal number the days, until my
lord'sreturn.”

Vuscawas better able to take up the game, now. He said, "'I'd meant to buy you a present, Lililla, but
found nothing worthy of you. If | left this purse, perhagps you may know of some smdl thing that might
divert you amoment?' He reached among his clothes and handed her the purse, open just enough she
could see he had been generous again.

"My lord'skindness will enhance any gift athousand times,” said she.
Vuscawas aware hiskindness would go straight into the coffer.

When he left he was untired, for she had done al the work, and the extreme gacul ation seemed to have
robbed him of nothing. He fdlt fit and jaunty, and congratulated himself on having found her. Though she
was rather costly, he could afford aluxury now and then. He had no others.

Hebegan to vigt Lilillaquite regularly every third or fourth week. He did not know who her other clients
were (certainly not Dianus). They were reticent, and so was he.

He and she never talked, beyond short beginning and concluding euphemisms. She wanted no
conversation. She wanted, though never appeared interested in, only money. On severa occasions, if he
was willing, they did things he had never before heard of , let done experienced. These things were never
Strenuous on his part, and she seemed a creature with wax for bones. She dways welcomed him smiling,
and with an obeisance. Her face was not loving, or liking, bored or dy. It smply was, without pretence.
She was perfect.

Until, near the summer's end, Retullus VV uscawent to the house of Lilillaand everything dtered.

That was arainy twilight, with alilac tinge to the hills and sky. Even the stones and plaster, thetiled roofs,
had amauve, wet, lizardskin sheen.

He knocked, the porter admitted him. In the lobby he smelled that the aroma of the place was wrong.
The gums burning were swarthier, more cloying. In the tank of the atrium the rain plopped. They waked
around under the covered area, and the man with the dogs was absent.

The central room wasin amigt, asort of damson gloaming like the streets outside.



The dave shut the doors. Vusca saw where the smoke came from. A large skull, perhaps of abear, sat
on one of theinlaid tables, and resinswere fuming out of it.

Shewas on thefar Sde, dim through the smitch.
Hesad harshly, "By the Bull, can'tyou get rid of that thing."

Then she stood up, and he saw, with apeculiar clutch somewherein hisloins, that shewas clad like some
kind of priestess. One breast was bare, and her body bound in atight garment crossed diagondly by
white fringes. On her head was awig of mulberry black, in ringlets with slver discs on them. Her ams
were gripped by bangles of dick black lacquer.

Wasthis some new sexua gambit? He did not carefor it if it was.
“Lililla- ' hesaid.
She sad, "Lord, | have had omens. When this happens, | am not my own. Come here, you must attend.”

Hewas disgusted. Very nearly frightened. And there was the same dithering in his veins he had fdlt at the
initiation to the Rites of Mithras, when he was only seventeen.

He had a veneration for the gods. After aminute, he went to her, and when shetold him to sit, did so,
gazing at her through the choking smut from the skull.

Presently she started to croon, to sway like a serpent. He thought of the sybils, inhding volcanic vapours,
prophesying, reading riddles. He did not want this to occur. He did not want any of this. He decided,
sourly, if shewas proneto this, he would not come here again. 1t was a shame, but he might have known
therewould be aflaw.

She stopped crooning and swaying.

The smoke wasthick in hisnogtrils, his mouth seemed coated by it. Through the pillar she doruptly said,
"Y ou have never had any luck, centurion. Should you relish some?’

It was 0 unlike her way of speaking to him. Even the timbre of her voice was higher and dightly shrill.

Hesaid, "Don't be impertinent. | don't cometo you for this. | respect your gods, but my businessis my

"I spoke of luck. Isit not true? All you hanker for you miss. Y our dayswith the legions | eft you here.
Y our promotion you did not have. Y our wifeis barren and not fair. If you go to hunt, you kill nothing. If
you dice, you take the Dog."

"Y ou've been asking questions about me," he said. He added, measured, "Y ou bitch, don't forget who |
am. Romeisthe power here. Insult me, you insult Rome.”

"Romeisfar off. You are not Rome. Y ou are aman who stinks of his disappointments. All your daysare
marked with blots. | say again, should you wish to changeit?'

Hesworeat her. (How different from the rest, this ultimate dialogue they had managed!) Hismind said
clearly, She speaks only the fact. Whether she has gossiped or iswise, she doesnot lie. | am who she
says. Changeit?Yes, | could wish that.

Just then the smoke in the bear's skull flattened in amost striking way, asif some vortex sucked it down.



He could see her directly now, before him. Her face was white, her eyeslike pebbles. Thisdid not seem
to be Lililla. Something had taken possession of her for sure. Some god. Some thing.

"If," shesaid, or the god said, through her, "y° accept what is offered to you, reach into the skull.
Remove what isthere.”

Vuscafound it hard to look away from her. He made himsdlf do o, looked at the fuming skull instead.
The smoke was dmost laid now. It clotted in the cavities of the skull-eyes, foamed at therim. Still he
could not see padt it, into the hollow case.

"If you accept,” the woman repested, "reach in. Remove what isthere. It will be yours.”

Suddenly, like aboy who isdared, he could not put it off. He thrust his hand, or as much of it ashe
could, into the baked smoke. And felt something on the hot crusts of the gums. He brought it out. It was
warm, glassy, black with the smoke as his hand now was. He brought forward a piece of his damp cloak
and rubbed, and the mauve rain-light of sky and hillswas shining there on hispam.

It wasasmall oblong of amethy<t, an amulet, presumably, for it was incised with the figure of some
protective deity - Vusca scrutinised this, uncertain of itsform.

Lililasad, "Y ou have taken it now."
"Yes, I'vetakenit. But it's precious, this stone.”

"Y ou gave megifts, lord,” shesaid. "I render to you agift." It wasthe other Lililla, the perfect harlot. He
looked, and saw she had returned, and was knedling there beyond the table, with blood behind her skin
and sght in her eyes. Even the wig and the costume looked only garish now. It was the smiling face of
mere being. "Theamulet isfrom Aegyptus,” she said, "the wine-stone.”

"That is Thor, then," he said, "cut into the surface.”
The image had aman's body, abird's head. Thot, the Mercurius of the Aegyptians, was bird-headed.

Lililladid not reply. Shewent away as Vusca sat there staring a the jewe, turning it in hishand. That she
should give him something of high price seemed odd. Perhaps her gods truly had made her.

The stone was no longer hot. It had assumed the temperature of his palm. It seemed made of hisown
flesh, only harder, and more smooth.

The woman came back with her hair loose and her silks, carrying the lewd silver cup.
Vusca stood.

"No," hesad.

She stood in her turn, looking at him. She continued only to smile and only to be.

"I've left the money on thetable” he said. "Thisjewe's worth more." He said, to test her, "Do you want it
back after dl?' And made amovement, asif to hand it to her.

At that she gave ground. She stepped off three or four steps, quickly. The smile stayed. She shook her
head, smiling.

"No, lord. My omenstold me. Y ours.”



"I never heard of awoman of your sort,” he said, "giving the client a payment.”

If she had falen on him with al her most cunning caresses and amazing tricks, he could not have had her,
not then. She had spailt dl that.

Asfor the jewd, probably it was some stained crystd. If it would be lucky - well, he was due alittle
luck.

It was dry dark outside. Dogs were baying arising moon.

Hewaked down to the north wall, had adrink with the sentry captain at the river gate. Below, the water
spread to catch the moonlight, and on the other side were the thatched huts of the native Par Disans.

Romewasfar away. Perhaps this very hour, she was burning again, broken. They would be the last to
know.

A day later Dianus, meeting him by the quartermaster’s cubicle, informed Retullus VVuscathe lily whore
had decamped. She and al her trappings had vanished away in anight. The house was empty. Hopefuls,
who went in to rummage, found nothing worthwhile. Someone said the Lupaat the She-Wolf had paid
her off.

On his hard bed in the officers block, V usca adeep was walking through along narrow corridor whose
celling amost brushed his head. The walls were whitewashed, but took no light until the way opened into
acourtyard. In the dream, V usca glanced about ironically, responding as he tended to, to foreign things.
Thewadls of the court, like the corridor, were whitewashed and painted over, with lions and chariots. The
other end of the court gave on aflight of white steps going down to dark water under atight drum-skin of
heat-drained sky. PAms grew against the steps, and in the water pale cupped lilies and purple-coloured
lotuses.

An overblown dtar stood in the court near the water-steps and aman was making an offering there. He
was naked but for akilt of dressed skins. Hisbody glimmered like metal from sweat or from oil; hishair
and beard were curled. The incense steamed on the dltar, it had an overpowering smell, dmost kitcheny,
like something cooked or fried, like offal, and like musky sweet things, too.

The dtar was carved with creatures that had mae bodies, wings, the heads of lions, rams, birds.
Sun hammered out the river. The man's flesh and hair shone. The streamer of incenserose.
Nothing el se happened.

When Vuscawoke, the trumpets were sounding the third watch. Here, it was night. Known, every angle
and shadow of the cell, itstwo chests, the lamp, the chair which had once been uncles a the villa, the
weapons on the wall and the bearskin he had bought from Barbarus one bitter winter. Beyond the door,
left open, the mathematical Roman yard, with aray of light playing down from the torch on the
Pragtoriumwall.

Vusca heard the trumpets out. Then turning on his side, returned into deep, and did not dream again.

On the evening of the Wdl Walk, the Commander elected to lead the squadron. Formerly, there had
been amanned sentry-post for every haf mile of townwal. In the lax climate that now prevailed, only ten
posts were kept up, besides the south, west and river gates.

Every month, at the Calends Moon, one of the ranking centurions took the Walk, atour of the entire
wadll, which lasted upwards of four hours. The Fort mason was supposed to accompany the presiding



centurion, but normally contented himsalf with a question or two the following day. Otherwise, the
Waker was supported by his adjutant and ablock of ten of his men who would have been happier in the
Fort. For the Filum Commander, he seldom if ever took the Walk, as he seldom bothered now with the
Night Inspection, delegating this also to his Centurion Secundo or whatever officer was most handy.

V usca had overseen Nights more times than he could count, and the Wdl Walk nearly as often. He
learned that he was not to escape on this occasion ether. The Old Man wanted both the mason and
Vuscafor escort, with ten Vdites (who as usuad would fret and fedl insulted, since for the Walk even the
cavary went on foot. In the old days a skirmisher divison would never had been put on such aduty. But
then).

Dianus spoke scathingly of the Commander. "What's stirred him up? Afraid the Emperor's watching from
aa?'

Vusca shrugged. He despised the Pilum Commander, who liked wine too much and spoke Greek likea
pimp and Latin like the fishmongers descendant he was. Long ago, V usca had partly hated the man. Y et
even in those days V usca served him impeccably. A soldier must honour the command, if not the dross
which might fill it. One did not tarnish one's own vow because of afool, a stroke of rotten luck. Nor did
one, like Dianus, yap about hisfaults. It was part of the great pretence that every commander be
aufficient.

They started out just after gates. Therewas il aflush of light in the west, mauvish (like thet other night).
It was autumn weeather now, and the remainder of the sky swagged low with cloud. They would probably
get awetting before the Walk was done, which made it stranger il their comfort-loving Pilum had
decided onit.

He strutted ahead, like abarrd on legs, in that dress armour of hiswith theinlay of slver, iron cap
plumed with its white coxcomb, and the Tyrian cloak swaggering, full of wind. Hewasjovid too, and
cracked the odd joke with the mason. Centurion Vditis VVusca kept the proper number of pacesto the
rear, hisVeites marching with adull clink and clash behind him. At the manned posts, the Commander
received the saute with theatrical earnestness. He spoke to the handful of sentries, encouraging themin
thewind and light spat of rain that was beginning, asif enormous enemy battaionslay below on the
garnering night. A couple of times, he called Vusca up. The second time it was: That man to be
disciplined. Soppy. Probably drunk.” Vusca accepted the criticism on the man's behdf. His name was
Quintus. He had bad teeth and sometimes dosed himsalf with poppy. It wasirregular but understandable.
And was the drug more distracting than constant pain? The Commander, of course, knew nothing of any
of this.

They got down to theriver gate insde thefirst hour, the tour had gone briskly thusfar.

The Pilum paused for adrink with the sentry captain, complained about Quintus, had another cup against
the dank evening.

Out on thewall again, behind the Commander's cocksure, rolling advance, Vusca heard one of hismen
muitter, "Hethinks he'sgoing to his Triumph.”

Vusca, for once, saw fit to be desf.

In the second hour, marching over against the north-west hills, the rain began to come from Jupiter's
dingers. It lashed the right cheek, whistled into the right car, blinkered the right eye. They tramped on,
shimmering iron men with seaweed cloaks. That clown, with his damned plumes, carved through therain,
wine-insured against the wegther.



They reached thewest gate. Thistime VVuscawasinvited to join the drinking. He touched the flagon with
hislips.

The core of the storm came when they were on the western stretch, with the rain striking their backs.

For some reason, Vusca thought of aminor engagement in hill country, dl of thirteen yearsago. The
downpour had started in the hour before battle, danting on the ranks, and up had gone the shields, to
make atortoise againg the rain. He was reminded of the sound of it now, abarrage like nails, hitting
those hundred or so crossed lightnings, torches, the Medusafaces and snake hair washed and dapped.
They had fought in the rain too, skidding and sinking in the mud, while the sky flickered with levin-bolts.
They won, that went without saying. When the tempest |essened, the barbarianslay everywhere, while
the rain gently cleansed their wounds. Hisinfantry shield remained with him to thisday. It had ahole
through one of the M edusa eyes where someone had almost finished his unpromising career.

A white crack suddenly wrecked the sky. Everything leapt out stark and dead, a place with no
dimensions, colours or shadows. Lightning was here, too.

Then came the boom and shock of heavenly balistas.
One of the Vdites shook himsaf as he marched, with arattle. Water down the neck.

Not donein that, thought VVusca. He watched the Commander rolling on ahead, imperviousit seemed.
Even the mason had dropped back. The next manned sentry-post was visible, ten minutes away, and

bel ow, the town, wild on this side, bothies and brothels, though a ong the dope the ruined circus stood up
likearaised scar.

Vuscaturned his head and saw, across the streaming night, the dim glows of the easterly town, the spark
of DisLight on the Light Tower. Hefdt together adismal sense of futility and araw pride. He had come
to carefor it, this outcast place. Perhaps, when Rome was only apile of rubble, Par Disin exile might
urvive

More rain went down his neck like acold lesson. Remember you are mortal .

So much for the whore's amulet. Even now, like adolt, he had it in apouch round his neck. It surely
faled to keep him dry.

And then theworld blew up.

Therewasjust adot of white and then adrench like fire. As heflew, turning, falling, he thought, quite
ditinctly, he had known something like it before, but he did not know where or when - an earthquake
maybe, or anightmare.

He landed hard, bruised on the metal of hisarmour. He lay and thought about this, and then he found a
hegp of armoured men tumbling over him like clanking puppies.

He pulled himself out and to his knees, and saw the mason running in acircle screaming. He was naked,
and his body smoked.

"By the bowels of the Bull," said VVusca, standing up.

He seemed to be lightheaded. Drunk after .al? He fought the urge to laugh. Helifted his hands. They
were scalded. He put up these scalded hands, and touched his singed hair and brows.

The mason fdl down.



Beyond, three sentries were pelting up thewall towards them.

Theterrible rumbling was only thunder.

Something was on fire.

Something was burning there, just past the mason, between him and the running soldiers.

It was dl that was|eft of the Pilum Commander. " Jupiter, Father Jupiter,” moaned one of the Vdlites.
Vusca had the urge to laugh again. He held it down.

"It will beyours," said the Centurion Secundo. "Not aman here doubtsit.”

Vuscadid not want to seem like some blushing virgin. But he was afraid too of what had dways
happened in the past.

"It may beyou,” hesad.
"Y ou've seen more servicethan 1. I'm content.”

The authority would not come from Rome. There was, a the moment, power enough in Galiato settle
this. A few more days, and he would know.

The Vdites carried on asif they dready did know. How not, when Father Jupiter himsdalf had made the
choice? He had struck down the Pilum with his own divine thunderbolt, and | eft Retullus Vuscaand his
men unscathed but for amemento of crigped hair. (The mason, though helived, did not count.)

The authority came at the end of the month, dipshod as things dways were now, al language. But the
sedl wasthe correct one.

Vuscawent out to look at histroops.

They cheered their new Filum with willing lungs.

He was surprised. He had never thought himsalf popular, had been sure he was not.
His heart wasin his mouth. That moment, perhaps, was the gpex of hislife.

Laviniawrote him aletter, and for days he put off reading it, for she seemed only ableto say, think,
accomplish one thing: misery, complaints, and tears on paper were little improvement on the persona
hand-to-hand variety. Eventudly he did read the letter. It was very smple.

She had been a poor wifeto him. She regretted this. She wanted to go and livein thevilla. If he preferred
to divorce her, she acceded. On his advancement she praised him. It was only as he deserved.

He had come to redlise there would be monetary complicationsif they divorced. Besides, he had no plan
to remarry. He doubted that Laviniahad. She did not mention it.

He pondered his answer. At last, he preferred not to put anything into writing. He would go to visit her
instead, at the Insula Juna. If she redly was contrite, she might be quiet. Perhaps she would not cry. He
could tell her she could live at the villa, he made no demands. He was sorry for her, and did not want her
aways on his conscience. He had not seen her for months.

In the dream, he recognised the bearded man, hiskilt and oiled muscular body. They waked asif
physically together dong awhite platform, under the leaning wal of awhite building. The sky wasthe



drum-skin sky Vusca had seen before, but smooring into darkness. Stars came out. The white glazing
caught the tarlight, and V usca saw three shadows falling before them. He was astonished to cast a
shadow himself, more curious as to the third. He turned to see who made the third shadow, which was of
an odd shape. No one was there.

She had done something different to the room. It looked brighter, evenin that dull daylight. A bowl of
purple grapes had white flowers wreathed among them; aloca shawl he had never seen before was
draped prettily across acouch.

Laviniacameto greet him. For aminute, he did not know her.
"How well yourelooking,” he said lamely, Saring.

She had gained weight. Her skin was fresh, her forearms, her throat, were rounded as they had not been
snce she was Sxteen. Thelinear cutsin her face had filled out and were gone. She wore her hair anew
way, not Roman, more Greek, with aribbon across her forehead. She was not old, ten years hisjunior.
Suddenly he remembered.

She waited on him as she had been used to do when they were firg together, sending the dave away.
Shewas very soft. Shesaid very little. Sheleft it al to him.

In the end hewas|ost for words.

Then she sad, "Do you think I've changed?"
Helooked. Hesad, "Yes™"

Shetold himwhy.

"I'm not a Chrigtian any more."

She said she had failed dl the Christian precepts, athough she had tried so hard. She went around with
her heart withering, blaming him, blaming God. Then, on the forum, she saw aprocesson fromthelsis
Temple. That afternoon she went there. It was not, she assured him, ahive of orgiastic rites. Thereligion
had dtered. It had to do with Woman. Lavinia had found hersdlf at the cool feet of the statue. She said
that suddenly the terrible gnawing, which had been feeding on her for years, waslifted out of her. She
made an offering and joined the prayers. After this, she went regularly to the temple. She had not
forgotten the Christos, she said, but it was areligion she was too wegk to follow. Is's, who understood,
had redeemed her. She could be at peace, now.

She could let him go, now.
Vuscahesitated. Then hesaid, "It isn't necessary. A divorce."

"But Retullus," she said, "you have an important command. Y ou'll want to marry again. Get children.
Y our name can becomeillugtrious.”

"Who should | marry here?" he said. "Some native girl, or aharlot?' Lavinialowered her eyes. "Let's
leavethingsasthey are," he said. "We needn't bother each other.”

"My dear," shesad, Til dwaysloveyou. But let me go to thevilla Then | won't bein your way."
He was embarrassed, but not displeased.

"Of course," he said, "except - why not keep here until spring? The winter's nearly on us, snow, wolves-



you'll winter better in the town."
"If youwish," shesaid. Sheamiled. "Whatever you say."

Her eyeswere limpid. He longed suddenly to embrace her, kiss her lips. She wasthe girl he had seenin
the orchard, or the woman that girl had never before become.

But he did not kiss or embrace Lavinia. He stayed only aslong as courtesy required. When heléeft, she
did not cry.

The winter truly was aharsh one. The snows came sweeping down; the river froze. All night the wolves
howled in the voices of lost soulsthat could not find the way back to Avernus.

Added to the normal duties of the Fort were the tasks of winter. The roads were kept clear, the
surrounding stations open in case horses might be needed. Even during the blizzards, Dis Light unlidded
itsnocturna eye.

In the Commander's quarters above the Praetorium, Vuscare entlesdy attended to the business of the
outpost Empire. There was no time to think of anything much beyond work.

Only once or twice he took the amethyst out of the pouch around his neck, and set it down in the brazier
light, to study.

Had it changed hisfortune?

Had it invited the Thunderer to strike? Had it whispered to the musing powersin Galiauntil it brought
him the saff of office? And had it borne Laviniato thefeet of ISS?

Onetwilit day, going over the bridge near the Fort gate, back from a successful winter hunt, VVuscas
horse did on theice. He should have gone off, into the iron water, maybe under the panes of theiceitsf,
from which probably he would never have surfaced. But somehow neither he nor the marefell.

He played dice now and then, with his centurions, to see. He got a reputation for winning. Perhapsthey
only let him.

Sometimes there were the strange dreams. He had become used to the platforms and corridors, the court
above the lotus water. To the bearded man, a Semite of some variety, conceivably apriest or prince, for
Vusca had seen him now both naked, and decorated in silver and jewels, akilt with fringes, adiadem.
He performed rituas a the dtar in the court, or in an underground space where something towered

away, dark into darkness, and only the offering fire gave any clue. Nothing spectacular or Sgnificant ever
occurred.

When he dreamed of the man, the priest-prince or magician, or of the places he inhabited, V uscawent
armed with memory. He knew, even adeep, he had been there before.

The dreams did not worry him, at first. Then only the recurrence disturbed him. As soon astime alowed,
he meant to seek adiviner at the temple of the Father and Mother. But that winter there was not much
time, except for deep.

Hedid pay afew viststo hiswife. Hisintention was to ensure she had not suffered by staying inthe
town, that she lacked for nothing. Sometimes he lingered. He got into the way of dining with her, of
gpending an evening with her. Their conversations were neutral. He spoke of the Fort and its
management, or they discussed aspects of the town. He found these interludes to be comfortable,
pleasing. She did her best for him. She had learned how to be gracious. They never dept together, asif



such things did not exist. He preferred that. It was sex that seemed to have upset the equilibrium before,
aong with Chrigtianity. Now she had Isis, and for him there were dways the she-wolves. But he did not
want awoman very often; he supposed that even Lilillawould have paled, she had been only anovelty.

Astheyear turned over towards spring, and the tall clepsydrain the Pragtorium began once again to drip
and to tell time, Vusca, who had been fedling alittle donein, waslaid up aday and anight with mild
fever. He put the amethyst under his bolster, to keep it out of the way, for the Fort physician was a busy
old boy.

Near morning, Vuscathought he dreamed how the amulet was made.

It was not the underground place, though it seemed the priest-prince had come from there. He was
walking in the starlight back acrossthe platform, white asthe snow of Par Disin that boiling Eastern
night, that had the whiff both of marsh and desert. Together, they entered the low door, passed through
the fox-run of the corridor, and cameinto the court of painted walls.

Going down the gair to theriver, the native of the dream took Vuscawith him, and gave him afirst - and
asit transpired, find - glimpse, through the pams, over the water, to the distant bank. Other buildings
arose there, raised on platforms aswas this, and one ascending in a series of terraces, apyramid of seven
steps. Huge clumps of reeds grew beneath the further bank, and something swam there, some colossa
snakeit looked, but the priest paid it no heed.

Leaning down, he drew up from the water a sort of basket, and in the basket lay afish. It had been dead
some while, and a atouch, itsbdly parted to disgorge alilac-tinted counter.

The purpose of the fish, if it had been made to ingest the jewe, or miraculoudy had been caught with it
aready swallowed, Vuscadid not ascertain.

The priest plucked the amethyst and carried it to the dtar with the creatures carved around.

There the jewd was anointed with oils, beer, milk, and other liquids, and words spoken aboveit (a
duggish murmuring and chanting Vusca had heard the man give vent to previoudy). At last the priest
moved away, right againg thewall, asif to become one with the paintingsoniit.

Thejewd lay onthedltar.

It lay there along while. Then it began to glow. It waslike alilac flame, balanced on the dtar one. One
flame - then three. Just above, two other lights had kindled.

In the dream, Vusca, pressed back to the wall with the priest, experienced agust of fear. It wasthe
correct terror of holy and profane things he had no right to witness. But he was trapped and had no
choice.

What burned above the jewel were the eyes of one of the beasts carved in the dtar. He could not see
which it was, and did not need to. The shape was on the amulet.

The jewel blazed and the eyes of the bird-thing blazed, and there was otherwise a degpening darkness
and aterrific dlence that seemed to shriek.

Presently the three lights faded. As starshine returned into the court, V usca thought he saw, for a
moment, ashadow cast up againgt the wall, thrown by athird figure that was not there.

The fever had broken in a sweat. When he could, he shifted the amulet away from him. It felt hot from
contact with him, even through the pouch. That was the beginning of his unease.



When he cameinto his quarters on the third occasion and felt that someone e se had recently been there,
he went to the door and called the sentry in.

"Who's been herein my absence?"
The sentry looked surprised.
"Noone, gr."

Vuscas soldier'sinstinct, the same that had made him able once or twice to sense ambush or treachery,
told him flatly that, though the sentry did not He, neither did the ambience of the rooms. The smell was
even wrong. Not of men and aman's belongings, leather, metal, papers, the charcoa and logsin the
brazier. Something - dmost femde.

"Concentrate," said Vuscato the sentry. "Now."
The sentry begantorall hiseyes.
"Yes, gr. Something's beenin.”

Vusca crossed to the window. The glazed pane was in place and bel ow the drop ran down sheer thirteen
feet to theyard. A sentry on the adjacent tower stood alert and unmoved.

There was no explanation, and being inexplicable, it was put asde. Nothing had been damaged, there
was no theft. The sense of a presence evaporated quickly.

Thereafter it would happen, or not, gpparently asit chose. Once the guard on the door himself reported
he had caught anoise insde, during the Commander's absence. He went to see, and investigated the two
rooms, finding them vacant. He admitted that it might have been arat or mouse. It was akind of soft
scratching he had heard, asif something clawed stole over the floor.

Vuscawastired. He awoketired, and at night, lying down exhausted, could not deep, hearing the
trumpets through the hourstill it was nearly dawn. Something nagged at him. He did not know what it
was. It was asif he had forgotten some vita task. He would get up and light the lamp, and check his
itinerary at thetable. It was nothing to do with the Fort, this forgotten matter. It oppressed him. It never
went away. If he dept he even dreamed of it (the other dreams seemed to have cometo an end). He
dreamed of worrying at forgetting, of trying to remember. He roused agitated, ill trying. There was
nothing to remember. He had seento it dll.

He hoped spring would lift the malaise. Spring did not. He could not consult the Fort physician, since
then word would be round the barracks in half amorning, that he was sck. He visited ahealer on the
town'swest side, who prescribed an oily draught. It made him deep. He could scarcely wake up at all.
And the nagging, the non-existent forgotten thing, went on nibbling away a him.

Something had made him take off the amethyst. He stored it in abox of bits and pieces, wrapped in its
pouch.

One pale evening, asthe days began perceptibly to lengthen, his Centurion Secundo, coming in to make
some report, was obvioudy curious at finding V usca done. When pressed, the centurion said he had
seen, 0 he thought, two figures at the window above the Pragtorium, and meeting no one on the sair -
'Oh," said Vusca, "I had the soldier in from the door amoment.”

A month later, he saw it for himsdlf. He had been waiting, in his heart of hearts, awvare he was haunted.
He had seen the form before. He was not startled, only afraid.



He had taken amouthful of the heder's draught, and dept, and woke suddenly, asif a aloud cry.

But there was no noise. The room was pitch black, but for the thinner darkness of the window. And
across the window passed the creature from the amulet.

It was visblefor lessthan asecond, yet it left animprint on hissight, ason thejewd. A tdl, provisondly
masculine outline, but winged, clawed, and with the hook-beak head of abird.

Vusca heaved himsdf up and lighted the lamp. He shook so much that he could not manageit at first. But
nothing came near him, and when the light poured out the room seemed empty. He knew it was not.
Likeachild, heleft thelamp to burn al night, sitting bolt upright on the bed.

And that was the beginning of histerror.

That spring Laviniahad joined the circle of initiates a her temple. This, he had to admit, aswell ashis
position, assisted Vusca. Isiswas not his goddess, but he had adequate reverence for her, which he
demonstrated with ashowy offering at the altar. She was depicted in decent

Roman matron's garb, a crown of corn on her head, and amoon in her hand from which shivered drops
of crysta ‘tears. After the offering, he was taken to a cell where a priest of the upper tier received him.
The man was shaven, jaw and skull, in the Aegyptian way, nothing like the priest of the dream.

Vuscadid not prevaricate. Hetold the truth. A harlot had given him an amulet, quite precious, and he had
found it benign. But latterly it had brought on someillnessthat deprived him of energy, though physicians
pronounced him fit. Also, an entity was expelling itsalf from the stone, aghost, that was sometimesto be
viewed, and which seemed to become stronger as he, Vusca, weakened. The priest, Vusca concluded,
must say nothing of thisto anyone. The Commander's respect for the goddess would not prevent his
punishing an abuse of trugt.

The bald priest, face like an egg, regarded him gravely.

"You may trust me."

Then Vuscagot out the amulet and put it before the priest.

"Here. Shesad it was Aegyptian.”

"No," sad the priest, looking at it, not touching it. "She mided you."

"I thought that wasthe case." Vusca spoke, less decidedly of the dreams. He had to fumble after them
now. They had no coherence. The priest, however, listened carefully.

When Vuscafinished, the priest said, "I must consult another, more widdy-versed than | in these things.
Do you dlow meto tdl him what youve said?"

"If youmug.”
"Yes"
"Whenshdl | return?”

"Tomorrow night, before the third watch.” (Even thistemple told time by the Fort.) 'I've seen it, now take
it away with you."

Vuscawent, dissatisfied and nervous. He had not told



Laviniathetruth, only that he wished the services of adiviner, and would like to favour her own chosen
temple. He thought she guessed there was some other problem.

After he had done the Night Inspection and retired to hisrooms, he sat by the lamp and accepted that the
presence prowled about him. Now and then, something caused the lamp to flicker, athough it wasa
windless night. A faint aroma, like musk and blood mixed, was barely detectable. The shadow appeared
plainly once, twice, againg the plastered wall, where hislegionary's sword was hanging, the old infantry
shield, the knives, the dented breast-plate with the gouge of the .axe-man’s dying anger -

The shadow was, and then it was not.

The thing he found the hardest to bear was that it should be here that he was attacked, in this place which
represented for him security, totality, reason - here -

Hefdl into deethly deep at last, over the table.

The creature from the amethyst had sucked up his bad luck, and now it sucked hislife. He dreamed he
waswith Lililla. Shetoo sucked upon him, in that way she had taught him. He felt no pleasure but he
knew he would spend his seed and she would swalow it. Her eyes were aweird dull mauve, and had no
mind or soul ingdethem.

Three of the priests were in the chamber where he was led the second night. Lamps burned; other than a
small statue of the goddess, nothing and no one e se was there.

"Y ou told me one other priest,” Vuscasad.
"For this, three are necessary."

It was pointless to practise hauteur and the Might of Rome now. He was as much at their mercy as under
the surgeon's saw.

"Very wel. What will be done?"

Thefattest of the priests, who had ablond skin (abarbarian in IS order), gpproached him and said, in
the beautiful Greek so many of them mastered: ‘Commander, the amulet the woman gave you islikethis:
itis, asyou found, benign, but then it turns. Before the first symptom, one who knew its secret would
pass on the gem to another, who must accept it willingly. That is how to be free of it, to escape the
turning of the energy back upon you. Thewoman did this. Y ou did not know to do it. Now thetimefor
such passage is over. We must try another course.”

"Yes" Vuscafrowned. His hands were wet and hisbelly griped. "What course?”
"A cadting out. A returning.”

He did not understand, but he followed their ingtructions. They made marks on the floor, and anointed
them. One stood outside the marks, by the goddess. In an aabaster bowl he madefire. It wasthis priest,
the one who had never addressed V usca, who had been given the amulet.

They began to chant. VVuscadid not know the words. The sounds they made, keening harmonics, droned
up into the roof like mosguitoes, and set his teeth on edge.

He redlised he was now more than terrified.

It was very hot in the room.



The priest who had the amulet had never touched it save through acloth. It lay on the cloth now, before
him. He spoketo it, and Vusca caught the names of Isis, and of Thot, and of Osiris. The priest sprinkled
water on the cloth with the amethyst, and powders, and sdlt.

Theritua seemed to go on and on. All thewhile, Vuscafet his strength bleeding away. His head swam.
It wastedious, it was horrible. He realised he had grasped already that it could not work.

Finaly, bellowing something, the priest beyond the marks raised the amulet in the cloth and cast it into the
fire. The other two broke from their pen and hurled thingsinto the basin after it. An unsuitable smell of
cookery rose - they had thrown in onion, and some kind of fruit.

Vusca staggered. He went down on one knee, wiping the sweat from hisface. He wanted it to be over.
It was usdless. He would have to think of another remedly.

When thefire died in the bowl, the amulet lay there. The heat had done something to it, meddled with its
colour in someway.

He mugt takeit, they said. Go to the Fort. They tied aknot of little cords on his arm, above the el bow.
They invoked the protection of ISis.

He put asum of money by the statue. They did not acknowledge this, aware themselves that they had
achieved nothing.

The Roman commander lay down on his bed, the lamp aight, the sentry at his door.
He could not keep his eyes open. He drifted.

Vusca gripped the sword he had brought to lie beside him. The creature was not corpored, yet maybe
he could smite at it. Besides, there was a power in the sword. The power of what asoldier was. Hislast
companion, the only one who could know everything, and would not betray -

Thelight fluttered and went out.

At firgt it was so gradua, he was not sure. It was like acongtriction of the breath after too much food and
wine. Only likethat. But the pressure grew. It became heavier, sentient. In appdling horror he lay there,
and felt the weight of the demon, crouching as the woman had done, on hisloins and breast. The weight
grew ever more sonorous, danker, seeping through him. He could not move. He was rigid with panic
fear. And then there came the glow of two eyes, like meltings from the amethyst, hanging over him,
watching him, asit sucked hislife from every pore and vein and hair.

Vuscahowled. By agdvanic effort, ssemingly irresstible asthe action of birth or deeth, he flung himself
upward, didodging the half-existent thing upon his chest. And asit dropped away, with the sword he
cleaved it through and through, felt the blade go into it. But with no likeness to muscle or flesh, and not
the jarring of asingle bone.

When the sword ceased to penetrate anything at al, he stood panting in the darkness.

The sentry had not rushed in on him. It appeared V usca had not even cried out as he thought he had.
That was strange. Strange. ..

He hdld the sword, hugging it to him. Here was the last solution, after al. Oneway to cheat.

He sat down by thetable, in the dark, with hisonly ally. He propped the hilt againgt the table's edge, the
tip againgt his abdomen, the crucia spot, under the ribs and heart. He leaned, fractionally, on the sword's



sharpness, and fdlt itshite like sweet consolation. "If you'rethere," he said aloud into the dark, "I have my
friend here. My friend will take mefrom you, if you come close tonight. Then you lose. Bewarned.”

He fainted, propped there over the blade.
Barbarus came to the Fort with some display, two of his sons, and three servants.

In the room above the Praetorium, Vuscasaid to him, ™Y ou had no need to be anxious. Did you think |
meant to admonish you for something?"

Barbarus said smoothly, "It isthe Commander's privilege."
"Why, have you been doing something wrong?'
Barbarus said, "Never knowingly, Commander.”

Vuscaforced achuckle. As he had forced the coy opening gambit. Then he said, "What have you been
hearing about mein the town?'

Barbarus raised his brows. His horse-boned Gallic face was bland, moving on oiled hinges worthy of a
Greek.

"Nothing?' prompted VVusca

"Merdy that we prosper under your hand.”

"And how do I look to you?"

Barbarus considered, and decided on afact.

"Not well, Commander. Theres been alot of fever this spring.”
"ltign't fever.”

"No, Commander?"

"Do you recdl, Barbarus, last summer there was awoman in the town. She had ahouse behind the Julian
Baths"

Barbarus paused, to let the Commander see he had forgotten al that, could only remember if reminded.
Vuscareminded him.

"I thought nothing of it, when sheleft," he continued, rather archly he felt, but could not summon the
requisiteirritation. "But the amulet she gave me - it'sbegun to work meill."

Barbaras had now dtered. He looked like a man listening for a distant, expected shout.

Vusca added details, as many as he thought were needful. When he stopped, Barbarus, with great
deference, asked a couple of questions. Vuscareplied.

Barbarus said dowly, "The Commander knows | am hisdave."
"Barbarus knows, I'm never ungrateful "

"Thisisso. What may | do?"



"Isthere anyone | can seewho can - rid me - of this- thing - '
To hishorror, Vuscafound his voice was shaking, cracking like aboy's.

Barbarusignored the cracking voice. It had not happened. He said, "Therésaman in the hills. About a
day'sjourney in good weether - '

"He must cometo me, here."
"That may be moredifficult.”

"Theproblemis™ said Vuscahumbly, "I find I haven't the strength, any more, to ride. Even to walk
acrossthisroomis- atest.”

It wasimpossible to tell what Barbarus thought. Y ou never knew. Doubtless, a any stumble they
rgjoiced. But they must till pretend to be sorry, try to assis, for aslong asthe idea of Rome remained.

"Onthetable" said Vusca, "that box. Count the coinsif you like." Barbarus bowed, tapped the box with
hisfingers, did not count, since Rome was a so perfect. "Pay the man - this healer, magician, whatever he
is- pay him asyou think fit. For you, | promise you now, if - if | survive, ataent of slver. Therésaletter
inwith the coinsto that effect, having my sed.”

Barbarus lifted the box.
"| shal naturaly destroy the letter, Commander. The Commander'sword isdl that | require.”

Somehow, helived, and did not go mad, for three more days, two more nights. By day he oversaw the
machinery of the Fort, the drills, a parade under aburning white sun, carried out to it in achair. Hedid
such sedentary work as he could, even went through an interminable itemisation of storeswith the
quartermaster. Elsewhere he delegated via his capable Centurion Secundo and various other officers.
(Wasthe dead Pilum sneering at him?) The men put up with it al cheerily, and the rank and file even
asked after him, it seemed, their Old Man, laid up with the bloody fever, too bad, and it was nice hunting
westher, too.

Sometimesin the afternoons he dept. The steedy diurnd rhythms of the Fort seemed to protect him then.
The nights he was done, one but in company. The three of them, himsdlf, the demon, and the sword.

The sounds of the trumpets marking the watches were his sanity. They were the voice of human strength
and human reason.

But heredised he did not have far to go. Barbarus man from the hillswasthe find throw of hisdice.
Then it would be the sword. By the Light, he dmost longed for it, now.

At sunset, on the third evening, they were sounding gates and he waswriting aletter to Lavinia, telling
her a crippling sickness had taken him, that he preferred the cleaner exit. It was awvkward, this|etter. He
had wanted to put in some friendly, perhapsloving thing, to reward her for changing. But he did not like
the written word other than in an itinerary or report, emotionless and exact. And the letter read just like a
report, of course. He put it aside, and then they brought in the man.

He had been awarded a pass, through Barbarus, and would be taken for some roving spy in the pay of
the Fort. There were genuine examples of such beings, severa astattered and matted asthis one, few
with such crazy and wilful eyes. Vuscathought: When they leave him with me, he mayfly at my throat.
Let him. Only another way out.



But, when the sentry |eft, the man did nothing, except to stand looking at Vusca

It was unthinkable this ruffian could achieve anything. Thefind throw had got the Dog.
Vuscawas suffused by a cold and awful relief. It was settled. He could die now.

Then the hill-man spoke, in uncouth Latin, in ascraping voice like aflint.

"Seeitin he. Seeing shadow. Bird thing. All theair, smelling bird thing."

A bolt of quickening went through VVusca It brought him back. He took hold of the table and said, "Did
Barbarustell you -’

"Tdl. Now see. Amulet.” And moreimpatiently, asif with astupid pupil, "Amulet! Amulet!™

Vuscatook the amulet from the casket and itswrapping, and laid it on the table in front of the hill-man.
The hill-man glanced at it. Then, he poked it with ablack fingernail, and gave off an idiot's squedling
laugh. He was not afraid to make contact, the only one who was not.

The wild eyes came back to Vusca.
"Easyou," sadthe hill-man. 'Eats you."
Vuscashivered.

"Wes"

Thehill-man grinned.

Vuscasaid, "How can | stop it - this eating?"

The hill-man pranced about. He said phrasesin the native jargon. V usca caught the word for esting
again. Hesadtiredly, "Do you know?"'

"Knowing," said the hill-man, coming to a capering anddtill. "Eatsyou. Y ou egt."
Vuscaflinched. Some part of him understood, yet he did not.
"What are you saying?"

The hill-man ignored him. He began to remove an assortment of implements, iron sticks, pincers, little
bowls made of bone or shell. They al came out of hisclothes.

Vuscawatched asthesetools of atrade were laid on thefloor. In one of the dishesthe man lit aflame.
Then, asif it were abit of bread, he scooped the amulet off the table. He sat down with it on the floor as
though in hishut. He put the gem into akind of clamp, and started to work on it, holding it sometimes
acrossthelittleflame.

Presently mauve dusts veered off into the shell dish.

The shadows were coming down on the rooms. Night had the window, only the torches from the
Pragtorium to dleviateit. On thefloor, the solitary flame it the wild man's polecat face as hefiled and
ground away at the amethyt.

There was no sense of menace. The room seemed empty of anything that was not mortd. Wasthis
feasible? Did the wild man have some wonderful power that held the demon in check even ashe



destroyed itstotem?

Vusca had full understanding now. The jewed wasto be powdered. Then, hewould "eat" it, swalow the
crystas. He had heard of physicians prescribing powdered stones, asfor his grandfather's rheumatism.
Even Lavinia, when pregnant, had taken someresin in molasses,

The demon had eaten VVuscastrouble, and histrouble was Vusca. Bad luck had made him into the man
he was. The demon devoured that, and then it could go on, devouring him, down to the marrow of his
Spirit. Yes, he saw it now.

Hewas drowsy. Should he make the arrangement with the sword? No, unnecessary yet, besides, he did
not want thewild man to seeit -

He heard the trumpets of the first watch. He opened his eyes and the polecat was sidling towards him out
of the shadowsinitsdraggled fitch, with acup inits paws.

Thewild man stank, much worse than any polecat. Something had screened off the smell before. Vusca
basked in the new odour, of reality. One of the paw hands clutched his head, tilted his skull backward.
The cup met Vuscaslip. 'Eat," sad thewild man.

Vusca ate. He gulped the wine, greedily, and in the liquid he felt the crystals pass over histhroat, gritty,
sandy, some larger and smoother, like tasteless pills of sdlt.

The wild man took the cup away, and peered into it. He was satisfied and made a smacking noise with
hisownlips.

Vusca became marveloudy, svimmingly drunk. There was nothing to be afraid of . He had consumed the
consuming one. Father Jupiter! What had he done - could this be the proper trick?

Hewent over to thebed and lay onit.

The wine had formed a glorious warmth inside him. His entire body seemed to be feeding fromit. He felt
acontent, an assurance he had not experienced since childhood.

The polecat came and stooped over him, and laughed filthy breath into hisface. Vuscareished it. He
knew, asif the gods spokein hisear, that he had been saved. He fumbled to find money for the hill-man.
The hill-man had skulked away, was going without recompense. Barbaras would seeto it. Someone...
would seetoit.

Thelovey night, populated only by natura things, smelling of leether, horse-hide, flowers, gently closed
the Roman'seyes.

Hethought: | forgot. The sword is over there.

Hethought: | shan't need the sword.

Then hismind was ariver of amethy<t light and he went down into it to drink it up and befilled.
"But S0 many gifts," she said. Her eyes were sparkling, she dmost clapped her handslike agirl.
"| used to send you things.”

"Yes, but that was -' Laviniaflushed and turned her head, shy of him.

Shewas beautiful tonight.



But then everything had agloss and gleam upon it. Every dawn wasamiracle. Dusk ablessing. Two
weeks now since he had been cured. Until today he had been too cautious to be happy, with al the
brightness of life summoning him. Today he had gone ten rounds, buckler and short sword, with his
Secundo, in the yard. Vusca had the victory. But the Secundo, aman nine years hisjunior, was no faker.

And Vusca had made the offerings today. He even went down to the Greek Hercules on the forum, and
gave him something. Strength for strength. The blood in him was like ayoung man's. Everything was
better than it had been -hissight, hisreach, his nerve, his brain. The accretions of the middle yearswere
al washed off. He could begin again.

When she saw him, therein her house, she had blushed then, too. She had thought him fine. It waslike
thefirst look she ever gave him.

The orchards did not seem irremediable, overgrown and in need of pruning, but that could be done. She
sad sheliked to bein the villa, now the summer was coming. It wasredlly rather dreadfully run down.
Thewindow in thelong atrium was broken and had been patched up with honey and wax. The heating
did not work properly. There were swallows in the bath-house.

Somehow dl that madeit funnier, more likeable. The villaneeded them. They could do thingsfor it.
And to come out to her here, tonight, fedling as he did, free and young, that was well-omened.

When they had walked about alittle, in the lavender afterglow, on which thefierce hillslay docile, like
deeping swans, they went in to the supper Luciahad s&t. It was avery familiar feadt, the fried sausage
and garlic, the basted chicken, black olives and sauce of mushrooms, the round white cheese with raisins,
new bread, old purple wine from the home vineyard, and the dish of candied plums. He might have been
here only aweek ago, not years.

They taked about the villaand the farm. Later he went with her to the small shrinein the garden court.
(The shape of the Chrigtians fish was gonefrom it.) After the offering, they sat under the colonnade, in
the dark, and watched fireflies. It was what they had been used to do, in the days before their marriage.
Now and then, adave would go across the lawn on some errand. That had happened then. They had
had to befurtive, then.

He began to want her, hiswife, as he had wanted her long ago.
"Vinia" hesad, "couldn't we..." like the young fool he had been.
But thistime there was no need to dissemble or to say no.

The cries of her joy were strangersto him. Whores never raised this pagan, even in pretence. He gloried
inwhat he could do to her, and in the vigour of hisown body. His seed burst from him with an
overwheming pang. He had forgotten that, too, the edge awoman's love could givetoiit.

They coupled twice morein the night, like hungry wolves.

In the early morning, just before sunrise, her eyes seemed vivid, flowerlike, more savage. .. husband and
wife parted like lovers.

Weeks after, he said to her, "Were your eyes always this colour?”
And shelaughed & him.

It was high summer when shetold him her news.



"The physician says 'l bear to term. The auspices are good. Nothing can go wrong.”

He stood with her on the hill among the plum trees. Below the road went down to Par Dis, the cemetery,
thewalls.

"I5swill help me" shesad.

The curve of her belly was bardly visible. In there, the life was, the son perhaps he had made. His
immortality.

The other thing. .. wasjust adream. (Now and then he had adight pain, under hisribs, it was nothing, no
worse than momentary indigestion. Asthe weekswent by, it lessened, never quite going away.)

As herode back to the town, he kept thinking of her eyes. They had changed, as she had changed. But
when he mentioned it, she told him that his eyestoo had come to be another colour. And this amused
them both. In the dull metal mirror he saw no dteration. Only sometimes, in the faces of men he knew
well, a sudden uncertainty, a second glance -

She had along labour, it was rough on her. But the child was flawless, and a boy.

Hiseyes, in thefirst hour he opened them, were the colour of the amethyst, might have been made from
the amethy.

Retullus Vusca, cold as degth, held thelife of hissonin hisarms. What should he do? And the impulse
cameto run to ahigh place, and there throw back thistiny bresthing thing to the gods. But he only held
the child, and Laviniawhispered, "Y ou see now, he has hisfather's eyes.”

It was the scar of a past battle. Let it bethat. The cicatrice of ahedled wound, that could no longer kill.
PART TWO
The Suicide

The prime retribution on the guilty
Isthat no one can acquit himsdlf of hisown judgement.
-Juvenal

Ten columns, dyed with Tyrian, marched down the cella of the temple, to the obsidian plinth, figured with
shields. There stood the god: Mars Pater, in hisarmour, bearded and helmed, night-underlit by the votive
lamp. The sprays of fig, oak and laurel from the spring festiva were still aromatic and sgppy. Inhissmall
house by the shrine, the elderly, tame wolf, sacred to the god, lay quietly, muzzle on long paws. Hewasa
pet of the priests, more often than not his chain was off. He would eat from your hand, had forgotten he
was ever awolf at dl.

The man who had entered, grizzled and muscular, perhapsin hisfiftieth year, offered the wolf atitbit,
watched him eat, nodded, and walked back into the central aide before the statue.

The man carried abundle, which he now unwrapped and put down on the dtar. He bowed his head, and
seemed to pray.

A priest cameinto the cdlla

The man who prayed broke off, looked up; he appeared glad that the priest was an old man, someone
he had known for years.



"Commeander," said the old priest, then smiled. "I dwaysforget.”

"You forget, to please me," said the man. "A young puppy rulesthe Fort of Par Dis. I'm aretired
pensioner of the Empire. | tend my farm. My businessis goats and vines and fruit trees." He stopped, and
sad, "Andtheliesl tdl mysdf.”

The priest looked at the things which had been placed on the dtar. There were three legionary javelins,
three swords, some knives, the breast-plate of acavalry skirmisher, service bracelets, braceetsfor
vaour, the badge of command, aMedusashield.

"Thethingsthat matter,” the man said, "that the god values."
"Thearmsof thewarrior,” said the priest. "They should hang proudly in your house. Why?"

"Because my houseisruined. There's adisease - something due to me - do you remember, | told you
once-?'

The priest'sface closed like afist. Not against the man, againg the fate.
"But that wasfinished."

"No. When the boy was born - | knew then. | knew."

"You did nothing."

"Nothing. | should havekilled him."

"Y ou must speek to no one dseinthisfashion,” said the priest. "There were only twenty at the Spring
Rite. The priesthood outnumbers the worshippers now. These Chrigtians have the town, asthey have the
Empire. The Chrigtians are powerful, and understand nothing of this sort. Be careful, Vusca. | warn you
asafriend.”

"Thetimefor carefulnessis done. Don't you seewhy | came here, with the offering?”
The old priest reached out and took the hand of Retullus Vusca

"Y es, Commander. Isthat al you want? Isn't there some way inwhich - 7'

"No, FHamen. No way but this."

"Then, it can be arranged for you." The priest touched the pattern of laurel on hisbreast, and let go the
hand of the man, which was cold aswinter marble. Y our family?"

"I have - left provison, al the correct documents. But my family's cursed, Hamen. | should have seento
it. | can't. Itisn'tin me. A weskness. | make this sacrifice to Marsin the hopethat he-

"Hush," said the priet, gently. "Only the god can decide that.”

"The caterwauling of the Christos dullsdl their ears" said Vusca.

"Hush," the priest said again. "Come now. There'sthe purification. They'll make reaedy for you."
"Theroom under the dtar.”

"Y es. Come now."



Lies and weskness. The deception of self. More than eighteen years of that, aided by them all.

The boy was handsome, his son. Everyone cherished him. He was his mother's. The women's. Vuscadid
not go too near. That much, at least, that distance... asop to the truth. So his son grew up pampered by
women, by Lavinia, and Lucia, and dl the daves. Heliked the villafarm, had no hankering after amilitary
career. At seven, Vusca had been dreaming night and day of the legions. But not Vuscas son. And
Lavinia, so afraid: if he becomesasoldier helll be sent far away. Sent away ... something in that. Eighteen
and acommission - it might be anywhere, now. It might be Rome. Vuscamight send - that - to Rome.
(Unnamed, unthought of, somewhere in hisbrain or heart, it ayed him.) Let the boy be afarmer, then.
He was good with the land. That too was under the favour of Mars, and of Lavinids|ss, if it cameto
that.

V uscawatched the boy grow up, asif from anearby hill.

Petrus, they had called him. She had wanted the name. It had been the uncle's, popular among Chrigtians.
Vuscamight have argued, but it did not seem to matter. He had no pride in this handsome son. Hewould
say to himsdf that that was because Petrus did not take after him, would not be asoldier. That made it

eaxsy.

The boy of course knew hisfather did not redlly care for him. He seemed to accept it wasfor the logical
reason, the reason of the army. Once he had gpologised to Vusca, quietly, on hisfourteenth birthday.

V usca had taken the boy to the Fort, shown it to him, since that would somehow be expected. There
was no doubt Petrus showed an interest. And the men took to him, the way everyonedid. A father might
have been able to persuade such an interested and likeable son to ataste for the soldier'slife. Vuscadid
not attempt it. And Petrus. feding the lack, assuming it was hisfault, hisomission, said that he was sorry.

When otherslooked at Petrus, they saw the Roman virtues. He was a beauty, but not effeminate, not
soft. He was modest, friendly, reserved without coolness, dignified but ready for alaugh. Thefarmer'slife
built his shoulders and legs, he could handle afive-horse chariot with skill before he wasfifteen.

When otherslooked at Petrus, they saw al that.

When Vuscalooked a him, he saw the peculiar eyes, which others found so attractive, grey-lilac,
Lavinias. And Vusca aso saw an odd birthmark, the quarter ring of tiny dark blotches around his son's
collar-bone. Is's necklace of love - that waswhat Laviniacalled it when he was a child, kissing the
marks. Women who saw them always seemed fascinated. The villadaves had said it was something holy.
Even Drusus at the Fort, who had taught Petrus chariots, had been heard to say that the broken ring was
the memory of awar-scar of some forebear, carried in the blood. When Vuscalooked at the marks they
turned him queasy.

He had never liked to touch his son. He found it difficult to pick him up asachild. Later, if their hands
brushed over some dish at table, Vuscafdt asurge of revulsion, to which he never gaveits actua name,
and which he refused to acknowledge.

Rome till stood, like a shadow. The power of the shadow took effect. Retullus V usca quit his command
at the ordained time and went to the villato be another farmer.

Hedid his best with it, the portion left to him. He had got accustomed again, quite quickly, to
disappointment, to sourness. There had been that shining space, lessthan ayear, in the centre of hislife.
It died down like afire and left him with the used-up charcoa, which crumbled and had no hest.

There were no other children. He did not deep with Lavinia after the boy was born. Latterly he did not
want women.



Then there was the day in the orchard.

It wasthe start of harves, the fields full of men, and the pickers busy with the fruit. At noon, activity fell
off. He sat polishing one of the swords by the trough, with the dog at hisfeet - and then the dog growled
very low, and got up and went away, and his son came through the sunlight and the trees. It was curious
that, the way the dog never took to Petrus. Vuscas dog, perhapsit had caught Vuscasdlergy. Vusca
thought of arecent incident with the horses hired by Petrusfor the chariot, some trouble - then Petrus
wasin front of him. The sun was behind his head, giving him asun god's ha o, dampening down the shade
of hiseyes.

"Father -

"Yes?' Thefdsejovid voice came out pat, the tone which held Petrus firmly off.
"Father, can | speak to you?"'

"Why not?'

His son - he was sixteen, ayoung man now - uninvited did not Sit. He said, asif searching in abarrd for
the words. 'Mother's going to talk to you. She's been going on about it. A marriage.”

Bored (and under the boredom the averson rising in him like sckness). "Well, if you want," said Vusca
"l don't, gir. | don't want to marry."

"Youveheard thegirl'sugly.”

"No. | think she's supposed to bedl right.”

"Too old?'

"Only twelve"

"That's nothing then. She's young enough to train. Oh, | know who your mother hasin mind. A decent
family, with Roman blood. Y ou might aswell. Out here, choices arelimited.”

"l don't want to marry, gir."
"Wait," said Vusca "What are you saying?'
"Never," sad Petrus.

"Somevow?"' Vuscascowled. He wanted to fed an ordinary emation. It was coming, if hetried. Normal
annoyance. A son who would not breed. "Or do you have the Greek ailment? Y ou like your own gender
best? Y ou'll grow out of it. Have you never had awoman?'

Under this ballista strike, Petrus went very white. The palor threw up the colour of the eyes. Suddenly
they were brilliantly in evidence.

"Not - not what you said. And I've never had awoman, no. Father - I'm afraid to do that."

Vuscalaughed. He looked away from the eyes, down the orchard. "Y es, you're not the first coward
there. Bdieve me, it'snot any punishment. Y ou'll likeit. Only virgins can betiresome. Y ou'd better getin
some practicefirst. Go to the She-Wolf. The other places aren't worth - '



"No father. | don't mean any of that. | can't.”
Vuscawas exacerbated, embarrassed. (Something in him said, Don't let him speak. Don't hear him out.)
"What about your friend Drusus? Hasn't he- '

"Father, I've never even - once, it started - and | couldn't - | knew if | did - something horrible - it was
likefaling out of my body, swalowing and choking - ' Petruswas no longer rationd. Hisvoice was high
and hygericd, likeagirl's.

Vuscastood up. He pushed his son away from him.

"Y ou spend too much time with your mother. Go to aharlot and tell her dl this. Let her put you right.”
Hewalked away and left Petrus by the trough.

What should | have done then? Heard it, and known it. | should have held him in my arms and told him,
because | could have reasoned it, could have seen through the flimsy vell. | should have loved him like my
son, that he was, and had the courage, with the enemy at our gate, to speak the truth and run him
through. By the Light, he knew, he knew. Not knowing, and knowing it al. He only came to mefor the
answer. He would have made the sacrifice. He was my son.

Vuscakndt inthe cell under the dtar.
The purification was over. They were bringing him the wine, now. He needed the wine. He was so cold.
He could not weep, hiswhole life had taught him stedl, not water.

The marriage came two years later. The same girl, fourteen by then. The family had waited, for Vuscas
name was reckoned on. The girl brought asmall house with her dowry. It wasin the town, near the Baths
of Mercurius, apoor areagoing generally to hovels. There seemed to be areverse of the arrangement
between Vuscaand hiswife: Petrusingaled his bride in her town house, and kept to thefarm. He only
brought her there when for propriety he must.

Shewasapretty girl, ablonde with dark Roman eyes, and dl the Roman ways studioudly ingrained in
her. Though she was a Christian, she also worshipped the other gods at their festivals.

At firgt she seemed merely nervous. Eventually it was obvious she was unhappy. At some point, about a
year after the wedding, she confided to Laviniathat Petrus had never dept with her. Shewas il avirgin.
Shethought it was her fault, that she smelled, or that he despised her barbarian blood. (Vuscaonly heard
of al thislater.) Laviniareassured the girl, and took her to the ISistemple, where they procured some
draught or other, an aphrodisiac.

Whatever the plan, it was carried out while the girl was ill staying at the farm. She wanted Lavinias
approva and support, and perhaps to boast of success.

Vuscawas off with acouple of the men, hunting. The woods to the north were full of boar that season,
though they did not have any luck. They were away five days.

They returned one late afternoon, coming aong the west road with the sun behind them. The villalooked
asusud, the fields ripening, smoke going up from the bath-house. Then, getting closer, Vuscasaw no one
was out in the fields or the orchard, that the smoke was not from the bath-house vent, but from a burning
strip on the dope beyond. He sent two men running to deal with that and rode fast for the villa

The daves and field-workers were clustered in the outer compound. They parted before him and could



not seem to find any voices when he shouted at them. Then amad screaming started in the house. It
sounded like awoman in labour. The daves made signs againgt evil.

Vuscaran into the building. His actions were horribly prepared. He was not amazed, or darmed, there
was only depression, asense of futility and defest.

Laviniadashed into hisarms. She said that in the night Petrus wife had gone mad. She had begun to
ghriek, and done so intermittently ever since. She had aso torn hersdf with her nails. They had had to tie
her to her bed. Petrus, who had been with her, had vanished. A window was shattered and there were
markson thewall. Laviniabelieved amurderer had got in and killed her son, carrying off the body. This
was what had driven the girl insane. Far-fetched asit was, what other explanation could be possble?
(Shedid not admit to the story of her son's sexud reticence, the aphrodisiac, until three days after.)

Vuscawent to see the wife of Petrus.

Luciawatched over her, in apparent terror. The girl wastrussed. Her body, partly bare, showed deep
bleeding scratches, but her nails had never been long, these were more like the scoring of abone pin. She
screamed and tossed, then fell dack until another fit of screaming and tossing came over her. She had
forgotten speech. The window had been covered now, for it seemed the sounds of pigeons flying by
made her worse.

Therewas afaint odour in the room, something like poultry.

Vuscafound that he had gone near the bed, and was staring into the eyes of his son'swife. They had a
curious glaze on them. Then she screamed and screamed and her tongue poked out like alizard's.

Retullus Vusca had the wine now, in the room under the dtar of Mars Peter. He drank it dowly, longing
for the warmth, which did not come.

He thought dimly of the time which followed his son's disgppearance. Wasit only now that it seemed to
have such a preordained progression?

How they had searched, and not found. How the screams had flickered out in the shuttered room, and
the girl who was Petrus wife became slent and heavy and pliant like apiece of dough. The day when
they knew she waswith child. When hefirst saw the new colour of her eyes, likelotusesin amarsh.

How he heard of ademon in the woods. How a native man was killed and a native girl was raped by
something among the trees. How her eyeslooked, and her belly began to swell.

How Retullus V usca began to go hunting, and when he went away in the twilight of the dawn, not after
boar any longer, he saw the lotus eyes of Laviniawatching him from awindow.

And when he dept in the woods, he saw the eyesin hisdeep, dl those eyes made from the amethyt, and
waking and lifting his hunting knife he looked and saw the same eyesthere, reflecting in the blade.

How he hunted over the hills, above the native hutments, in the woods, going aways further and further
from the town, the shadow of Rome, and reason.

Hewondered if he would discover the polecat man from the hills, who had done this. He did not think he
would. Barbarus had died years back of a stomach sickness. But Vusca too kept the small pain under his
ribs, the scar of the battle he had not, after al, won -

The woman from the hutment gave birth before term, to amonster. Evidently they killed the baby, which
was scaed. The mother died, or they helped her die. Then Petrus wife started her labour.



AsVuscawasin the atrium collecting his spears and knivesfor hunting, Laviniaentered. Her hair and
robe were loose in the early morning. She smiled and said, "Don't go." She had not smiled since Petrus
"murder”. Now shetook Vusca's hand from the knife and put it on her breast. A flare of lust went
through him. For years he had not gone with any woman. Now he engorged, and in her starving smiling
purple eyes he saw the reason.

"Get away fromme," hesaid. "It isn't you, you bitch, don't you know that yet? How we are - what'sin
us, with our blood?"

She shook her head, she rubbed herself against him. He went past her, and out of the villa. His dog,
which had been running up to him, turned suddenly back with awhine.

'‘Good, Remus," said Vusca. "Good dog, bravelion. Yes, that'sright. Stay away." And the dog wagged
itstall, trembling.

Vuscaleaned on thewall until nausea and darkness sub-sided. Then he went towards the hill country.

Heredised, dmost too late, hiserror. Or perhapsthe god -Mars the Warrior, Mithras, Bringer of Light -
perhapsthe god told him.

He turned back, got on the road, and reached the town gate before sunset.

Only the whores of the west town now went to the Baths of Mercurius; the deity wastheir patron, they
had some claim. Behind, a plethora of huts had gone up, among mud aleys where once a garden grew.
There had been some tak, in awine-shop, somekillings, orgiastic and bloody, the fanatic work of some
fresh sect. .. thewomen went out in pairs.

The house of Petrus wife stood by aruined shrine, and a great castanea shaded the doorway, whileit
wormed roots like levers under thewall.

The decrepit dave who kept the door knew Vusca, and let him in. The dave had forgotten, or ese did
not know, asking after the young master and hiswife. Vusca grunted some fasehood. Heinquired if the
house stayed quiet. The dave said it did, but he was deaf and amost blind. The other daves had been
taken over tothevillaor reclamed by the girl'sfamily.

The ancient dave brought candles, and bread and wine for VVusca's repast, then crept off to his quarters
on the upper floor.

Vuscaate, and ingpected his hunting weapons. Then he doused the light.

Even here, over the quiet night, he could make out the trumpets from the Fort. He had not heard them for
along while. Gates, and the first and second watches. Then there was some clatter from anearby

brothd that cut other sounds off from him. He resented that. He visualised the drunken party, the men
topped up with lechery and the whores loud with beer, the bad musicians, al the stuff of a patry world
that he had |ooked down on and which now he nearly envied.

The party guttered and went il at last. An owl cried over the roofs of the town. The dining room, where
the dave had taken him, looked on the garden court (weeds and a cracked urn) and he saw the gars,
and the opposite roof over the colonnade and vaguely the stars darkened and the tiled roofs, the pillars,
the urn, came clear. An hour to cockerow, dawn. And something was moving on thetilesthere,
something -

Vuscasat in his shadow like stone. What was on the roof? He thought of the owl, the wide wings, adart
of ahead -then it was gone.



In the stillness, sharp asaneedle, Vusca heard the noise of something inside an upper room acrossthe
court.

It was not the dave. The dave dept at the other end of the house. It did not sound like the dave, either. It
lightly shuffled, and hopped.

Vusca gripped one of the spears. The knifewasin hisright hand.

He went to the place where the stair was, and climbed up sightless, silent, to the second storey. He heard
the noise again at once, behind adoor, abird's noise, scuttering and pecking about.

Hefdt nothing now. His heart raged, but he was numb, asif from poison.
He opened the door, and pushed it, and went through.

It was aroom without furnishing, save for some old sacks. A window showed grey sky, and the other
way in.

Under the window something was feeding. It glanced up, and acoil of black tissuetrailed from its mouth
back to the torn-out human heart that lay before it. The mouth was not amouth, but the beak of a
gigantic bird. The eyes shone, two mauve stars camein with it at the window.

Vuscaknew it. He knew it for the demon on the amulet, and aso he knew it for hisonly son. Then he
plunged forward, kicked it down, crashed upon it, and drove the knife through its | eft eye into the
mindless brain beneath.

The hands and arms held him in a desperate embrace asit died. It was the only time Vusca had been
held in the arms of his son. When they let go, the creature was stretched under him, the beak open and
the remaining eye glaring.

Vusca stood up. Hefdt neither triumph nor grief, only an awful freezing coldness. For atime he stayed
there, aimless, and the sun started to come and cockcrow sounded miles away. The dreadful thing, the
worse thing was, he did not know what to do.

It was broad day when he thought of something. He could detect the dave creeping about below by then,
and sparrows twittered in the garden court.

Vuscarolled the body of Petrusinto a corner, among the sacks. Then he struck fire, and gave the room
toit.

When he was sure the flames had hold, he went down and collected the dave, explaining to him that the
house was burning. The dave sobbed as they went into the street. Soon a crowd collected, and
watchmen came running to tackle the blaze. VVusca got away easly in the confusion. Probably they would
save most of the house, but not the upper room. Petrus had had hisfunera pyre. He had even had tears,
though they were the tears of adave, and shed in ignorance.

Hedid not go back to the villa He sent aman, discovered in atavern, aformer legionary who had
served under him, and was known to Lavinia, to fetch the shield and breastplate and swords. The man
was an habitua drunkard, but could be trusted in the morning, if offered money. That waswhat the
Auxilia, the legions, had become. He told the man to ask after his son'swife.

When thefellow returned he had had adrink or two, but carried adl the gear in an untidy bundle. He
grumbled, not bothering asto why it was wanted, said he had had nuisance with Vusca's daves who
seemed to think thievery was afoot. There had been another murder, in the native dum over theriver -



the heart of the victim was missing. And there had been afire a Vusca's son's house on the west Side,
did Vuscaknow?Vuscasaid he had heard.

"And my daughter-in-law?'

"Ahthat," sad the soldier, 'two of 'em. A fine boy, and alittle girl. Now maybe you think that calsfor a
cup of wine?'

Vuscapad him and gave him hiswine, and left him in the tavern.
Vuscawent out carrying his nondescript bundle, wrapped in the old army cloak.
He had prayed she would die, and the progeny would die too.

Now he should go to the villaafter dl, go with the knife, seeto it. Smple, to kill achild with amethyst
eyes. But he knew he could not.

He sat on astone bench in the street, near to abaker's. All the town passed him, the carters and loafers,
the powdered girlswith their attendants, a Chrigtian priest, a swesting bricklayer who asked him to move
hisfeet and said, when he did, "Thanks, dad.”

Vuscasat al day on the bench. No one knew him. He was some old worn-out dad to thistown where
he had lived his manhood and commanded the Fort and walked the arrogance of Rome into the streets.

When it was dark, the whores began to call from their lamplit doors.
He shouldered hislife and his soul, and went to the temple of Mars.

He had finished the priests wine. Only desth could warm him now. RetullusVusca, purified for the act by
an dder priest-hood, took up the sword. He droveit in through the abdomen, upward, leaning into the
agony to meet the point, until it bit into his heart. Then he rested. The stroke had been exact. He need do
nothing more. Hewas not afraid. He did not mind the pain, which was -aready flowing out from him. A
tender warmth blossomed where the pain had been, on the blade in his heart.

It was then he discovered thefina task till to do. By the miracle of the sword cut, awarning had been
|eft to him, under his hand, to give - somehow he must achieveit.

The Roman crawled over hisblood to the spot where the Medusa shield leaned on the wall. Through the
nothingness of degth, he struggled to see and fed her wounded face.

He prayed for an impaossible strength. The god heard him.

Ashefdl back on thefloor of the cell, Vusca dragged the shield with him. It covered him against the cold
and dark. He could deep now.

THE GREEN BOOK
EYESLIKEEMERALD
PART SX

The Madman

My apprehensions come in crowds,
| dread the rustling of the grass;



The very shadows of the clouds
Have power to shake me asthey pass.
-Wordsworth

Because it was obvious he was mad, the crowds in the market made way for him. Only when he seemed
likely to prove difficult did they shove at him, though once or twice urchins, and others nearly as or more
unfortunate than he, pelted him with clods of dung and small sharp pebbles off the ground. Formerly, he
might have been well-dressed, fashionably got up. Now the doublet was unlaced, haf the points ripped
out, the shirt filthy and torn, and he had lost a shoe. His hair was matted. Some said he had been come
on deeping or swooned among the pig-pens, like aregular prodigal. Even those that attacked him were
wary, however, for he was young, and strong in his body. He might have been handsome, but for the
affliction, and acuriousfilm across hisdark eyes.

Near the area where the pig market gave on the Dyers Street, a commotion ensued. A bird-seller was
coming down with hiswaresin their cages strapped on al over him, and met the madman with twenty
paces between them. Ingtantly every bird in its cage went wild, fluttering and cheeping, dashing itself on
the wicker bars. The bird-sdller tried vainly to quiet his charges. Seeing the madman, too, he nervously
pressed back and invited him to pass. The lunatic, though, appeared smitten with weird fright. He fell
againgt awall, and besat hisfists on his head. Then, with ashout, he ran straight at the bird-sdller and
felled him. The man went down hard at the impact and some of his cages were splintered and the
panic-struck birds sprayed up into the sky. The madman meanwhile ran roaring up Dyers Street, where a
few came out and pursued him, thinking he was arobber making off with something.

Hewaslogt again in the dleys on the west side of the markets.
Raoulin, said avoicein hishead, you must go at once to the university.
No, he answered. No.

In the courtyard of the Sachrit, the grave tutor led them in adiscussion in the Platonic mode, but agirl
stood under the colonnade, with askull in her hands. Blood dripped from her skirt. The master indicated
her. "Herewe view the progress of corruption.” And her flesh did from her bones. Only a skeleton at
lagt, halding in itslatticed hands the second skull.

The madman sprang up from his bed of refuse under the ruined wal, and ran away.

Images hunted him through the dleys of Paradyslike dogs. He would race until he went down, and then
they wereon him.

Even asheran, he heard their belling behind him.
Raoulin, said the voice. Raoulin.

Yes, he said. But hedid not know who Raoulin was.
Find a priest, said the voice.

He had sinned, and would die unshrived.

For some priests had adready passed him, going up to the cliff of the colossal Church. They told their
beads and murmured as they waked, unaware of anything beyond them in the world. Only one, younger
than the rest, glimpsing the madman, quickly crossed himsdlf and looked away.

What could he say to apriest?



|, apoor snner... | lay with the dead. My fault, my grest fault.

In the night, hetravelled aimlesdy, an escaped beast that takes the City for the jungle, and so cannot
comprehend it. Down aong the quays he rambled. Therats watched him as he drank from the dirty river.
Under the water he saw a corpse go by, her hands clasped at her bosom, her hair brushing his drinking

lips
Near where some ships were moored with swags of sails acrosstheir broad arms, afire was dight on the
stones. Men sat dicing and he dunk closer, attracted to some forgotten code of fellowship.

Presently the men were aware of apresence.
"Something's out there.”

"A dog. Can smédl our dinner broiling." (This could have been true, for Raoulin had noticed that meat and
spices cooked over thefirein apot.)

"Doesn't the scripture say, asyou do even to the least of my brothers?" asked another man, and digging
in the pot with hisknife, he took out a bit of meat, and threw it away into the dark where Raoulin was.

The other men cursed him. The benefactor cursed them louder.

Raoulin gnawed the meat down to the bone. But when he reached that bone, his gorge rose, he flung the
bone from him and ran away fromit, into the jungle tangle of the night.

In the hour before the summer dawn, two women went by the broken shed he had found to liein,
swesting and tossing and dozing, and they heard his sounds, and glanced as they crossed the doorless
door. They were two harlots from the quays, who plied there dusk to dusk.

"Well," sad thetdler girl, "theré's one won't be wanting our comfort.”

And they laughed in theway of women who have nothing on earth to find amusing, and can therefore be
amused by anything.

When they were gone up the shadowy path, Raoulin shuffled to the shed's opening. He had anidea, a
want, to go after. No sooner did hefed this, and act on it, than his mind was wonderfully swept clean.
No images or thoughts or voices started up to appa him. With ablissful singleness of purpose, he
climbed behind the two women.

In abrief while he saw them before him again, outlined in the black by some vagary of night-sight that had
cometo him.

They did not converse, and walked duggishly, doggedly. Then one hesitated, and turned to look back
with agleam of her paeface.

"Something is behind us." The tone was not amusement but dread, now.

"Oh you and your night fancies. Three years you've worked the bank with me, and you still see ghosts.”
"l saw itseyes. Green, likeacat's. But upintheair."

The other turned then. She stared at Raoulin, and did not apparently make him out at al.

"Therésnothing. If therewas, they'll want the same asthe others. Charge twice for aghost.”



They went on, and Raoulin continued after them, though hanging back rather more. Instead of theroiling
abysswithin him, now he knew adim excitement. It was not hunger or thirgt, nor lugt, yet it was
something, aneed that was undeniable, though nameless.

In an impoverished street whose tops bowed together, the harlots parted. The scared girl flitted away
under an arch. The other pushed open a door and went into the night hole beyond.

There was no bolt or lock to the door. It was simpleto steal upon it, to peer in at the crack.

Thegirl had lit acandle, which made ahuge light in the nothingness. Raoulin saw her like acameo, white
on umber. Therewas another, too. A man unbeautifully adeep on apallet, who at the light sat up and
snarled, "Isthat you? What have you got?*

The harlot took out afew coinsfrom her deeve and let them fall into his hand.
"Isthisdl?Y ou're not keeping anything back, dut-face?I'll -

"I know what you do if | try to cheat you. And it's harder, my work, with bruises.
"Wl and good. Now take a penny and go out and get me apot of ae.”

"Sweet Jesus. At this hour? It's dmost morning and haven't | been out dl night -
The man rose up and dapped her glancingly across the head.

"Stop your nagging. Do asyou're bid.”

The girl pamed the penny and came suddenly back to the door.

No one was there as she stepped outside, but as she began her trudge towards the tavern, something did
appear, like agreater shadow thrown up at her back, with, near the apex, two narrow green
incandescences.

Eastward, over the heights and scoops of the City, the sky was draining of its black. The creatures of
Héll, which preferred darkness, would be seeping down into the ground.

Y ears ago, when she was only a brat of five, there had been atrocities committed in the dark. Her own
mother, awhore before her, had sat whispering over the cooking firewith her cronies, dl telling each
other of the woman by the fish market who had had all her partstorn out. And the body was burned, for
they said adevil had doneit and evil'sinfection might be there on the rags of the corpse. That thing,
certainly, had toiled by night at its ripping, as she and her Ssterhood toiled againgt posts, trees, and walls,
or flat in some leaky boat under the wharf.

These were the thoughtsin the trudging girl's head. She put them aside briskly and promised herself a
swig of thestink-pig'sae.

Asshewasturning aside into Goat's Alley, the harlot realised that aman was behind her. She could smell
him, and fed his heat, and next moment he caught her round the body.

"Hey, hey," said the girl, who was used to rough embraces, and she turned hersdlf to look.

Her first impression frightened her, for the dley was il dl of the night, and what she seemed to find had
hold of her was ablack shape, maned, and with teeth drawn, luminous-eyed, uncanny.

But she doughed the notion, and stared, and saw instead the sick beggar from the shed-shelter.



He was shaking with afever, hot with fires, and his eyes, if they were not demoniac, had arabid glare she
knew to be careful of.

"Now what can you be wanting, seur?'
Histeeth glittered as he panted. He seemed to try to force her to the wall.
"Not now," she said, "my old man'swaiting. And you're not fit for it."

To Raoulin her voice was barely audible, and she herself seemed a great way off down atunnel of mists
and lights. It seemed he must have her, carndly. Hisloins had readied themsealves, and so after dl this had
been the want which drove him to hunt her down. And yet, the want was not soldly lust, as he had known
it wasnat, in its parched starvation, a hunger or thirst. His entire body strained towards a sort of
gretching and yawning, and the picture in hismind now was of a snake yawning off over itshead its
entireskin.

But thegirl ressted, playful and determined.
She seemed scared now, too, like the other one.

"If I cdl,” shesaid, "Jenot will hear me at theinn. HeE's abig man. Hell come and see to you. Now leave
off."

Shethrust a him and Raoulin dammed her into the wall.

At that she did scream, and the cry brimmed through hisbrain. He saw himsdlf, asif from the air above.
He saw himsdf - and another.

A corpse-light was over him. It wasin hiseyes. It dtered him. This one could throw the girl back and
rape her. At the crisis, the stem of flame would mount through him, as he had seemed to fedl it before,
from phallusto sacrum, through the vertebrae, into the skull. And then -

And then the demon which possessed him, which he had conceived at his union with the dead girl - the
demon would yawn off his skin and make him, asit had made Heros dUscaret, into the mindless, feeding
unlifewhichwas itself.

Raoulin, by an effort of flesh and will, wrenched himself from the terrified whore. He seemed, ashedid
0, torn apart. Nausea boiled in his guts, he went blind with pain and illness, and staggering away, lft
her. She ceased ydlling a once, and let him go. No man came rushing to her aid, either. The dley was
empty. And the next. Not that he saw.

Hetried to pray to God. No words would come. He had midaid all the orisons, al the entreaties.
But what he had dmast done, to her, to himself -

It came to him he had been hearing her thoughts, those memoriesthat concurred with Hdisg'stale, and
that might be the prelude to the latet tale, the rebirth of the demon.

In the nightmare he had no compass points. There was nowhere he might return, no sanctuary to be had.
Friends, family, the swamps of raptures, the pinnacles of debate and learning - nowhere could he
percaive salvation.

And he recaled how an ederly stern sour priest had warned him of the loose women of Paradys, of
some dire disease he might catch. But he had caught the contagion of the Devil.



The sky was bright now, over hisleft shoulder, where Satan stood in the stories.

Then the last dley brokeinto adender street that passed under sometall houses. One had avine growing
up itstimbers. He gazed at it, asif a acregper from Atlantis. Then hislegs gave way. Heféll in the street.
Helay there, and heard the world start to be industrious all about, the notes of brooms and pans, a
donkey's complaint, ayoung girl snging. The PrimaHorawas sounding from a score of churches.

Raoulin scrabbled in his belt, obscendy, as he would have brought forth the blade of procreation and
degth. This blade was better. Strange he had not recollected, until now, the bresk of day, hisknife.

As hefound the place between hisribs, and poised the stedl there, an insane whirling and denying dashed
through hisblood. Suicide wasthe ultimate sin. (Did he think God would ever forgive him? Through the
endless centuries until Doomsday, Heros had said, He would not.)

"It'syou," said Raoulin, "foul thing, tempter. Y ou can't dissuade me."

Raoulin did not credit God, besides. The Devil had won. But in this one game he should not.

Raoulin jammed the knife between two ribs, for the heart.

The pain wasincredible. Bile and blood came into his mouth. He wept, and pushed the blade in further.
His heart seemed to break, like a pane of glass.

A woman was coming down the street with a pitcher, for some well. She waslike an apparition. He saw
her hdting to congder him.

Before he saw what she would do next, night dropped back on him. Down into Hell herolled head over
heds.

PART SEVEN
TheDemon

So runs my dream: but what am 1?
Aninfant crying inthe night:
Aninfant crying for thelight:

And with no language but acry.
-Tennyson

They were respectful to her, in the City streets, when they saw her now and then going to and fro with
her nurse or her maid. They said, she had been educated like a boy, could read many languages, was
fluent in Latin, had knowledge of music and ritual dance old astime. .. which was charming, and of
achemy... which was unsuitable. They did not suggest she was a sorceress, asthey never plainly
referred to her father asamagician. But they did cal her, in genera parlance, the Beautiful Jewess.

She had risen very early, and gone to pluck herbsin the house'sinner courtyard; these seen to, she sat
reading atreatise of Gaen's, therein her bedroom which caught the morning sun. Her black hair hung
about her like clusters of black grapes, and covered only by alittle black velvet cap. The striped cat,
now amatron of the establishment, lay playing with a sunbeam on the bed. Even the doll remained,
seated in a corner on awooden chest, atoy no longer, but venerable.

There came anoise from the street. The Beautiful Jewess raised her head, and the cat paused,
open-mouthed.



The noise was not especialy usud. It seemed to be that of a dropped pot, which shattered.
The very next instant, someone knocked on the street door.

Ruquel'swindow looked east, into the court. Even the sound had reached her by asidewaystrick, vison
was not possible.

Y et something caused her to get up, touching the cat upon the forehead as she went by (rather asthe
mezuzah was touched at the doorway) and out of the room and down the stair.

Inthe hall below, Livathe porter had aready unfastened the door. He was dmost seven feet tal, mild as
alamb, but evidently capable of killing with his bare hands. He had come to the household severd years
snce

The nurse was aso at the door, and outside a throng of women and afew men had gathered. There had
been exclamations. Now asilence. Into this, Ruquel descended.

The nurse, seeing her, made amotion she should not approach.
"Why not? What isit?"

The nurse put her hand over her own eyes. Though she was protective, she knew Ruquel had not been
trained to docility, or ignorance. "An awful sight. A young man has dain himsdf a our door.”

Ruque stopped amoment, very pale and straight, then she came down the last of the stair and crossed
the hall. Livatoo gave way to her in the door.

Helay, the suicide, with no doubt across the very threshold, asif the angel of death, in a passover, had
thrown him there. His black hair streamed on the cobbles, his face had been camed by the darkness of
hisdeep, dl but the eyes. Closed, they had about them a strange tension, asif he had been weeping. One
seemly thread of blood ran from the corner of his mouth. His hand rested quite gracefully and couthly on
the hilt of the knife, which otherwise was sunk into his breest.

Ruqud regarded him. The watchers observed the Beautiful Jewess went whiter than her own whiteness.
Then she knelt down, and put her fingersto the temple, the throat, of the cadaver. Then she set her hand
intheair over hislips, and brought it away.

After aminute, shelifted her long-lashed eyes and announced: 'Liva, you must bring him into my father's
house. Heisn't dead.”

Someone in the street protested. Ruque did not take notice, but as Livawas|eaning forward, Ruquel
touched hisarm, and said quietly, "Take care as | did to have no contact with the blood.” Without a
question Livanodded. He leaned and gripped his burden, the weight of afull-grown man, likethat of a
child.

Ruquel rose. "Y ou know that my father hastutored me," she said to the street. "The musclein the young
man's chest isvery hard, and he, it seems, very weak. He could not complete the blow."

When the door was shut, the nurse said, "If helives, they'll say your father, or you, raised him from the
dead.”

"So beit," said Ruquel, with an abgtracted smile.

Haninuh, when he returned from an excurson into the City that twilight, was met by his daughter at the



door. Though the house was dwayswell lit, it was the hour of lamp-lighting, and Ruquel presented to her
father a poetic oriental image as she stood before him, limned by the ivory candle-lamp she bore, in her
slver earrings and little velvet cap, and barefoot as about the house she dways was. The striped feline
sounded itstimbrels at her sde.

"Welcome, my father."
Therite of homecoming was performed swiftly but warmly.
"You have aguest,” she said then. "We housed him in the Cedar Chamber."

"Oh, does he have aliking for trees?' (The chamber was painted over onewall to the celling with a cedar
tree; some guests had declared they heard al the owls and doves of Lebanon mewing in its branches.)

"Helikes nothing, being nearly dead.”
Haninuh frowned. "He's aman of the City?" Thiswas a Jew who never spoke of "gentiles'.
"I have not seen him before. If my father has seen him, how can | say."

But shereveded, asthey climbed the stair, the morning's astonishment, passing on to the afternoon’s
labour. In an interpolation, she stressed the care she had felt prompted to take with regard to bodily
fluids, the protections she had formed. She was very skilled herself in medicines, for the Jew himself had
taught her, and in other el ements more mysterious.

"Will helive?' asked Haninuh therefore, in the corridor.

"It'sfor my father to say. | trust hewill." Ruquel turned her candle from adraught, and her face was
veiled in shadow. "But, helongsto die.”

"Why 0, | wonder?Y ou hame him ayoung man, and sound but for the wound.”

They reached the door of the Cedar Chamber. Insde, alovely lamp of Eastern filigree hung from astand
and dusted the air with frankincense. The grest tree spread over the plaster, and the nurse kept watch in
its shade. In his bed, bathed and made clean, the suicide lay on his pillows, like a saint of wax.

The Jew went to a basin and washed his hands. He spoke inaudible words. Then he proceeded to
examine the unconscious man thoroughly. At length, he straightened up and replaced the covers.

"He giveslittle enough sign of life. But life perssts. Rarely have | seen such awound sedl itsdf sorapidly.
| know your cleverness as adoctor, Ruquel, but from what you tell me, thisis not so much your wisdom
as some connivance in the flesh. Spirit and body are at odds.”

Later, when they took their supper together, the father questioned the daughter over again, and they
discussed their visitor broodingly.

"How isit, finding him thus, you thought he might survive?"

"I hoped for it," said Ruqud smply. "At firgt | could find no tremor of the heart. But a my touch it came
asif to meet me. And then seemed to grow stronger.”

"I cannot think he and | have been familiar with each other,” said the Jew, "y* theré's about him something
| know or imperfectly remember. Well. Until he wakes, speculation bears no fruit. Before you deep,” he
added, "if yourewilling, go to the room and make music on your harp.”



"Your will isming" shesad.
"And am | to think," he said, "you do it only to please me?"

The harp which Ruque brought to the Cedar Chamber was amode of thelittle kinnor, a crescent of
bow-horn which she leaned to her shoulder, from which crescent ten horsehair strings stretched to a
horizontal bar of ereb willow. Benesath, the unsiretched tails of the strings provided a fringe that,
occasionally, the striped cat was wont to bite.

The nurse nodded in her chair. Livawas soon due to take his watch.
Ruque sat where she could see the mosaic of the filigree lamp upon the sick man'sface.

She plucked chords of atwanging fluidity from the harp, and, asthe music found itsway, sang very low a
mel ody without words, old as the Jordan, perhaps.

She had serenaded him for |ess than three minutes when a sigh, more a convulsion, rushed in and out of
him. His eydidsfluttered and one arm sought from the covers. (The nurse dept on.)

Ruqud did not stop her music, but now her eyeswerefixed only on him.
The wordless song flowed and twined among the reedy pangs of the harp.
Another three or four minutes elgpsed.

Abruptly, with no further prologue, the eyes of the young man opened wide.
Ruque ceased playing and singing.

Shewasintensaly unnerved, asif fire had been thrust into her face.

She had known that his eyeswould be dark as her own. But the eyes|ooked at her now. Focused on her
with feral acuity. They were brilliantly, violently and unhumanly green. Emeralds set in optic sockets.

Madtering hersdf, Ruquel said, "Sieur, you'rewith friends. Lie quietly. | shdl fetch my father.”
But the young man said, "It hearsthe music. It knows your song.”
"Who?" said Ruqud, holding back her terror with arein of stedl.

Then he sagged into the pillows, and he only said, "My God, my God. Didn't | die? It'sal to do over. If
you're kind, fetch your father, someone, to brain me with amace. Then burn - then burn the body."

Raoulin dept the dumber of opiates. In that deep sea, he lost himself, and coming back to shore learned
amonth of days had been sunk there too. He did not protest. In deep he had been incapable of harming
another, or of facilitating - that, which was now his constant companion, the unborn child of death and
destruction caged in the male womb of hisloins.

Somewherein the deep there had been dreams. He recalled none of them, and was glad of that.
Sometimes, aso, he believed Haninuh the Jew had questioned him, and he had answered. And perhaps
it, too, had done so. And he seemed to have heard the soft jangle of the kinnor, then, across dark reedy
waters under alion moon.

There came an evening, when Raoulin had returned from the places of drugged deep, and he was shown
his body, alittle emaciated, but with the wound hedled to aplaited line. If he should move suddenly, then



the muscle quirked and pained him, that was al.

The strong man came and lifted him, and the woman washed him and he was fed. There were some days
of that, and some nights of shalow dozing, for deep had been too long with him and now proved elusive.

Hewas afraid they would let the beautiful daughter in to tend on him. He was afraid of what the demon
would make him do. And of the aftermath.

But the daughter did not come near him now.

There began to be days of |etting him out to walk in asmall enclosed court with fruit treesin pots, and
herbs and flowers and alittle sunken well. One day, as he marched aimlessy about there, to toughen
himsalf - because they had said he must - he beheld a striped cat, which arched its back and hissed at
him, then jumped up a series of perchesto awindow above, whereit vanished. Thisfurred angel was her
messenger, he thought, the room must be that of Ruqud. And he longed to see her there, for an ingtant,
for she was safe enough at that distance from him, he was not vita enough as yet to go after her. She had
been very beautiful, very gentle.

He must not try to reason where her room lay insde the house. In any case, there was the giant, thank
God, to protect her. And the Jew.... surely the Jew was amagician.

As he patrolled the courtyard, Raoulin kept thinking of Ruquel, as of something precious he could never
hope to see or touch, some prize once within his grasp, and now lost for ever, like the hope of Heaven.
And added to thisforfeiture there came to be the remembrance of hisfamily, hisfriends, the university,
the City, time, youth, and the world.

Then he sat down on the plot of grass beside the wdll, and he cried, and he was so weak his body was
rocked and racked with it, thisgrief. But all the while, even as he wept these scalding tears, he sensed the
other, waiting, waiting there,

within him, for the hour he would belong to it and exist only to achieveitswill.

"Sieur, you've been my saviour. | thank you for my life. But | don't seewhy you let me keepit. For |
believe you know why | shouldn't belet live."

These were the first conscious sentences he rendered the Jew.

They met in aparlour above the hall, about lamp-lighting, and the scent of flowers came in from the house
vine, and olibanum from the antique lamp. There were agreat many books, and some scrolls and ornate
cases of leather. The two men sat facing each other over atable where there was wineto drink neither
hed touched.

"In honesty, Raoulin, | do know, for you spoke of it adeep, and | took the liberty to interrogate you.”
"Andtheat - it - did it answer you as0?"

"Not inwords. It has no usefor those. But it was aware, | think, initsprimordia way, of our dialogue.
Congder, it has no intelligence, only an instinct and an appetite. Even so, it may employ such knowledge
asyou yoursdlf possess, to gainitsends. Thisisapower of desire more pliant and enduring than any of
the desires of aman. It isademon.”

"A demon. Yes."

"I know itsrace, even. Out of Assyria, an utuk, having asits own form the body of a man, the head of a



bird, but abird of the beginnings, scaled not feathered, from thefifth day of the earth.”
Raoulin shuddered.
"Did |l tdl youdl| her ory, too?"

"I have pieced it together. All your story and dl the story of Helise dUscaret, who died and left her body
for the demon to inhabit. For the matter of that, | sent Livaasa sy to the dUscaret mansion. He says
the old kitchen woman and the groom go on about their doings asif nothing'samiss. | conjecture that
what you left upon that bed crumbled entirely, even to the bones. If they think anything, there, perhapsit's
that you and she have gone off together, in the way of heedlesslovers”

Raoulin said, "That must come. Where else can | go but after her, into the grave and down to perdition.”

The Jew replied, "God made dl things. Even the creatures of his servant, the Devil. We are ingtructed to
note the lesson their existence teaches. He never says we must offer them our throats.”

"Do you suppose | might prevent it - by abstaining? Heros made himself a priest, but the Devil won. My
blood's hotter than the blood of Heros. And when it worksin melike yeast - '

"There now," said the Jew. And he poured out the crystal wine, and gaveit to Raoulin, asif it were
medicine. "Thisisaclever enemy. It adaptsitsdf asany beast will do. Theways of it are various. It can
erupt inward, changing the victim to the semblance of itself, thereafter enacting by that body all it wishes.
Or it passesinto the body of awoman at intercourse, and her child, when it comesforth, will be the shell
of the demon. It can do both, or elther. It can lie down dormant too, even as with Helise, where it waited
insde the womb, that terrible ambush ten years old. Only the key is constant, the procrestive spasm. Al
the pure line of d'Uscaret were susceptibleto it, but it can casudly infect anywhere. Now that whole
house has perished, only you areleft to it. How caniit let you die? It resisted the desth of Helise until its
transference was accomplished. The stabbing you gave yourself was sawn upinaday. | partly believe
you might burn yourself dive, Raoulin, and this creasture would find some meansto build you up again.
Desth's no answer.” The Jew sipped hiswine. "Nether abstinence from the carnal act. The utuk
provokes and seduces others to provoke. Asyou say, you're not proof against it."

The dark wasin the windows now. Hesperus rang from anearby convent. The nights were lengthening
and drawing near.

"How can there be any escape?’

Haninuh looked at him steadlily.

"Y ou will have decided, perhaps, I'm versed in certain arts.”
"A magician.”

"If youwill cdl it s0."

"Then - can you cast this out of me?"

"Once before," said Haninuh, it came, thisthing, to mock me. | was unready then, knowing not enough.
But after that failure, | studied in the school of demons, gathered together books, and artifacts from the
Roman time here, when this began. Strangeto say, | felt that the utuk would return to duel again with me,
We're ancient foes. Its prima memory and mine contain rank seeds of al those battles. The cities of the
desert, the chariots, and the chains. Yes, | suppose| can cast it out of you.”



Raoulin started up. The Jew stayed him.
"Thisisn't without great danger.”
"I'm reedy to die," said Raoulin. "Y ou know as much.”

"Also you must give yoursdlf into my charge. What must be doneisinitsaf unholy. Therewill befor you
shame, rank sweetness, confusion, and agony. Y ou may dieindeed, you may lose your mind for ever.
But this| do promise, not your soul.”

Raoulin stood before him, white-faced, arrogant with fear and courage. In the dusky lamplight, hiseyes
were only black.

"Sieur magus, do what you mugt. I'm your dave. When will it be?!
"In saven days, that isthe new moon, God's remaking. Then."

The Beautiful Jewess, eighteen years of age, sat playing with her cat on the floor of the bedroom. The
cat's play was more sedate than it had been, <till adept.

Haninuh, having been admitted, stood gazing at them.

He saw the child clearly, asthe kitten was still visible in the cat. But both were mature, and changed.
Ruqud was awoman. He must acknowledge that.

Presently shelooked up, and her smile faded into aserene dtrictness. It was his own habitual [ook, given
back to him likeamirror.

"I've read the book, as you ingtructed, my father."
"That'sgood.”

"Y ou've spoken to the young man?' He was touched at her way of referring to Raoulin, asif she were by
far the elder. In some ways she was. Raoulin had not been wise, but he had, in the end, striven to be
virtuous, prepared to sacrifice himsdf for the sins of other men.

"Weve spoken. It shall be done."
"And 7' she said. He was thankful for her quickness.
"Asit's set down in the book."

She lowered her eyes. Her face shadowed with the slf-consciousness of the girl shewas. Then the
woman governed the girl, shelooked up again and said, "Yes, I'mwilling. And | havethe skills"

"I know what's asked of you," he said. " Such adance, though part of your secret training asin the days
of Salome, isahidden thing. If you refused, | should have had to find some other, a paid dancer, and
perhaps she doesn't exist in this City. Those that tutored you know of none.”

"Begdesthe paid one could command no magic.”

He had dways dlowed her that word, though it was not exactly accurate; it seemed to step appedlingly
from her tongue. She had from the first recognised she must be careful of its use with strangers.

"That'strue, she could not. But let me say this, too. I'd never have petitioned you, my own daughter,



except,” he hesitated, wanting to spare her, yet sure that there must be no lies, "except, Ruquel, that |
noticed at once you love this man, love him as your bridegroom, and your husband.”

Shewaited, and then she said, "Y ou'll think mefoolish.

It happened the moment | saw him there. Perhaps even before, hearing the jar break on the street. He
was at my door."

"How should | think you foolish, Ruquel? Y ou are asyhil. Y our awareness has alway's been profound,
even asachild. Thislove you have recognised, but not invented.”

"I honour you. I'd do nothing against my father'swishes."

"I know. It isyour father instead requests of you a dishonourable task, which only your love for Raoulin
can redeem. Y ou understand, despite everything, he may die?!

"Yan

"Y ou understand, though | can protect you by the powers| command, in thisarenanothing is certain?
Wearebound to it by our giftsand his plight. Therée's peril for dl."

llYall
"Y ou understand, my daughter, you are my star?”'
"Yes'" shesad, smiling again, "l understand.”

Raoulin fasted on honey and curds and water, then on water only. Theirritating hunger disspatedto a
comfortable lack of dl thought of food. Then he was cleansed with a potent cathartic herb. On the sixth
day, the water was brought in awater-like goblet of glass. There was adrug mixed init. His senses
became abnormdly clarified. Hisbody waslight, nearly weightless. He could smell the scent of flowering
things and decaying things from streets away. He felt he could have reached up and clasped the vault of

the sky.

That night, he supposed he would not be able to deep at dl, for everything had become so fascinating
and had such nuances, even the cresk of the mattress under him. But deep discovered him and took him
away up among the stars. He saw the City far below, he saw stars beneath him. When he woke at
aunrise, he believed his soul had flown close to Heaven, and God had not flung him down.

Latein the seventh day, the woman brought him a bittersweet resnous drink. When he had consumed it,
every doubt or fear he had had abandoned him. It was like strong wine, but without wine's blurring or
anadgesic properties, without wine's stupidity.

When Livaentered and asked that Raoulin go with him, Raoulin got up and did so, in awild, still peace
that was better than hope.

Nevertheless, Raoulin did not seem to take in the route they went by. Perhapsit only appeared irrelevant
a that intringc moment.

Livahad brought him to aheavy double door of black wood, not ebony, something more essential, some
tree that had atered into coed.

In the door were two handles of cold tranducent onyx.

Livahad gone away. Raoulin gripped the door handles and turned them, one to the left and oneto the



right, or rather they seemed to turn themselves thisway at the pressure of his hands.

Within, was midnight, without a star. But the Jew had aready impressed upon him that he would cometo
the chamber and must go in. In he walked, and thrust the doors shut at his back.

Then there was nothing. Only the void.

Therewas only formlessness and darkness, but then the moon and the sun rose, and divided the day
fromthenight.

After the great lights, came the fish and fowl like patterns, and the beasts and cattle, and there were
mountains and valleys and enormous seas, and clouds and winds and sars, but in the end, men and
women travelled across the plains, and he saw them though they had no names.

After this, he was aware he lay upon amountain'stop. A million miles high, gleamed the crescent moon,
like the bow of akinnor.

Ondl sdes, granite, obsdian, sdt, the mountain did to awilderness.

He knew the londliness of a single being upon the huge plate of the universe, who can only reach out to
God.

His soul seemed to yearn upward. A vast silent finger brushed his forehead. Maybe it was only thewind
inthat place.

For hours helay and marvelled, free of anything, and nearly free of sdif, lying there upon the stone of the
mountain, with dl night above.

Until, miles off, he heard the murmur of adrum.

Heknew it, had heard it often. He tried to guess what it might be or mean. Then he realised thet it came
aways nearer, that the best intengfied, and rumbled in the rock below him, and so strummed upward
through hisbody and his bones.

He became aware of hisbody. Not any one portion of it, but every inch of flesh, each tier of the
recumbent skeleton. The soles of hisfeet, hislegs and thighs, the torso, neck and ears, the arms, the
fingertips, the face, the scalp, even the hair, the teeth .and nails, even the inner canals, links, crevices,
membranes and nerves, each had a sentience, was possessed of a complete conscious concentrating
awareness, yet it had life only through him.

The drum heidentified now as a heartbest. Every particle of hisbody, so autonomous yet so involved
with him, responded to its rhythm.

The feding was of awonderful totdity, and self-knowledge.
It was only then that he began to discern the chamber which contained the mountain top.

It wasitsdlf night-black. Its celling was enamelled with congtellations, and figures of the zodiac, set out in
al their stars, and through this the upper heaven glowed, and the new maoon, resting upon Aquarius.

No walsupheld thiscelling.

The ground of the mountain was figured over on its blackness. Donein silver, like the sky, afive-pointed
star seemed extending to infinity. And within it, a seven-pointed star had been fitted, and within that
again, agtar of three points, atriangle.



At the three points of the triangle, to each of which somehow he could see, was a smoking silver brazier
formed asan animal. All were unnatural. To the north, at the apex, stood awinged bull with alion's head,
from this the smoke rose white; to the west was asilver calf with the sun onitsforehead, it had the
tongue of asnake, the smoulder from this was nacreous; east was a scorpion or scarab-thing, with the
head of aman horned and bearded like agoat's, the steam from this one was transparent, remarkable
only by ascintillant tremor intheair.

Within thetriangle lay Raoulin, with his arms stretched up above his head towards the west and east
points, hisfeet together pointing to the northern tip.

From the braziers came amingling aroma, of balsam and hypericum, myrrh and orris.
In his ears he heard the rush of the perfumed smoke, and over and benesath, the drumbest.
Hefdt no curiosity. He had no thoughts. He was utterly aware, cognizant, content.

A slver-white ewe came picking daintily over the rocks, some way beyond the stars which contained
him, up on apeak in the sky. On her brow was a shining ray. She went around the wall of darkness, and
was gone.

Then he heard two heartbegts, two drums. Another being, another life, was with him on the mountain.

Something uncurled, stretched itsdlf within him. 1t was pleasant, had no urgency. Helay ingdethe
triangle, hisarmsto the east and west, hisfeet pointing north, atentive.

There was asudden sensation, like akiss, on hisbreast above the heart. It did not startle him, he seemed
amodg to have expected it. After amoment, it came again, dighting over hisribcage, winging away. The
touch was delightful and provocative, he longed for it to be repeated. For awhile, nothing, and then, the
kissfdl once more, morelingeringly, a histhroat, and even as hisskin tingled from it, again, over the
nipple of hisright Sde, so astring of fire was plucked there. After this, likeafinerain, thekissng came
down glittering al across him. In amoment hiswhole body had become alyre, snuoudy strummed and
vibrating - the rain of unseen sorites, to whom clothing was no barrier, fastened on him, their lipsand
fingerstesting every atom of flesh and muscle, the framework of bone, for its potentid pleasure. Even
beneath him the rock itsalf seemed to give rise to these quivering entities.

Under the ondaught, he found he was unable to move, like one chained, at the mercy of theincorpored
delicioustorture.

Dizzily hiseyesremained fixed upon the rock in the sky, from which the second heartbesat seemed to
have arisen. He could not apparently keep closed his eyes, though waves of sensation continually drove
him to do so.

No, he could not close his eyes, and now upon the rock peak he saw a moon with awoman's face,
which hung there and regarded him, shameless, helpless as he lay. And as the moon stared, the beings
which fastened on him stripped him naked, asif for her cgolement, asif to bare him to her light.

But the moon... had black hair, and a head-dress of silver discs which she shook with a sound that
matched the snful rain that kissed him.

The moon had ablack cloak. She had white hands that stole out as the hands stole upon him, that made
little motions like the circling and flittering of those that played upon his body.

He could not look away from her. (And yet, just then, at adistance, the ends of the earth, he saw amale
figure was standing, with his back turned to the moon in her cloak, his head averted both from thisand



from the naked man bound inside three tars. The figure perhaps had folded its arms acrossits chest, a
wand in either hand, and before him was akind of shallow basin upturned, or hollow mirror -)

But the moon had acloak, and she cast it from her. Shewas dl awoman, clad in agarment of slver
scallopsthat covered her from the neck to the wrists and the ankles.

And then, on her arched bare feet, to the rhythm of the drumbeats, one faster, one dower and in
counterpoint, she commenced a dance.

It was the dance of asnake. A swaying liquid coiling and uncoiling, like that of ariver let dong the
ground. The arms followed the torso to and fro, the feet scarcely moved. It was not a spectacular or
frenzied dance. It wasimmensely lambent, deeply suggestive and descriptive of the body of awoman,
immesasurably cunning. It was the dance of Salome before the king, which had hypnotised and driven him
mad, and brought her, on asaver, the severed head of Jehanus. It was the dance of asnake.

Asthelanguid pulses wove, the silver scallops began to drip avay. Under them was agarment of thin
stuff, perhaps byssus.

The shoulders of the dancer, her arms, rose from the silver like those of a maiden ascending from water.

Over the shoulders of the bound man, the unseen hands curved back and forth, to the pits of the arms,
theline of theribs, theflared points of the breast, and aong the abdomen and the belly, like streamsinto
the restless pounding groin.

Asthedlver rained off from the girl who was the snake, the rain poured on Raoulin, the torrent of hands
and mouths. They stroked him, they teased and tickled him, they ran like threads of moltenness across his
skin, over and beneath him. They had woken the root of life. He ached with lust and became lust, played,
tautened, tuned, caressed by waters and airs and fire - and the drumbeat gall oped, galloped, and the
scales quickened like leaves and guttered from the girl's body wrapped in its second byssus skin. But the
byssustoo worked gradudly away from her, unfurling like the calyx of aflower, dipping from her breasts
that were the cups of flowers, that now hid themselves again, that now were again and utterly unveiled,
flowers starred with flowers, while the kisses of invisble lips visited like moths and tongues probed like
trickles of sk, and hands feathered and persuaded and the girl was naked to her loins dancing upon the
slver leaves of her dress, and the byssus unseamed like snakeskin and did away like water from the
moon belly with itstiny drop of shadow, the goblet of black hair, the slemmed thighs smooth like
alabaster -

Inthisinstant Raoulin, who had forgotten his own name, felt aterrible res stance, some clutch upon the
choking pump of desire, which strangled -

Unable to move, hislust thrashed, trying to burst from the swollen blazing rod -

(And the figure he had not properly seen, and had aso forgotten, the figure which did not ook at the
dancer or the naked man, thisfigure now stretched out the wandsin his hands and touched the metal
surface before him. He spoke. The words made no sound. Instead they shouted out in the air above the
triple sars of five and seven and three points.)

Evil One show thyself and come forth!
0 dweller among ruins and maker of ruins
Get thee up to where thy ruins are;

For the Lord God has sent me



He has elected me his priest in this,

He has given into my hands the Seven Powers
According to the word of the sixth Day.

Evil One, Foul One, show thyself and come forth!

And the snake dancer rippled her hands along her sllver body and toreit in two pieces, flinging both
asde, to reved, under thethird vell, the nude skeleton.

The stifled death-throe of ecstasy was pierced by awhite and screeking pin. It came from insgde the
young man'sloins. It rent itsway through him, through the pelvis, spermary, and phalus. It wasabirth. It
thrust in surges smilar to the birth-pangs of awoman. It seemed to rip his genitals like the beak of a
vulture

He cried, every prayer and blasphemy, every obscenity and childish pleahe had ever known. Then he
only screamed.

Strand by strand the rope of agony was pulled out of him.

It began asajet of sheer semen, opaescent in the uncanny light. But the fountain rose and did not
dacken or end. The moonstone gush travelled upward, spilling with afearful eadticity, forming into a

springing plume.

Until initsturn the plume, of a substance now composed not of any mortal sexua fluid, but of some astral
plasmic materia, coalesced, ran inward, began to construct another shape.

The chamber of night had gone al to blackness again. It was once more the void. But in the void, terror
was made manifest.

Recreated without flesh, it was colourless, and dully shining. It had the limbs and torso of aman, yet
lacking the pro-creative organ. It was winged. The head was the head of abird of prey. Asit was now,
there were no eyes, only two sumps of cloudy darkness. It had no brain, this dark was not that.

Alone uponits stageit stirred, the bird head looked about with the un-eyes. It was seeking for what had
been ddlivered of it, and for what had brought it forth.

Out of the black the figure of the magician Haninuh again grew visible. The two wands were gone from
his hands, splintered at theimpact of egresson. But before him il there lay on the air the hollow length
of metd. It wasashidd of highly polished hide, iron-bound and gilded, with the lightnings and burning
gaff, from which stared aMedusa: aRoman rdlic of Par Dis.

In the left eye of the Medusa glimmered a bit of quartz, or flawed corunda. It, like the demon, had no
longer any colour.

Haninuh straightened himself. He stood in the void and showed the shield before the demon.
"Come thou," said Haninuh, "for herethou art.”

Then the demon spat and sizzled and swirled towards the shield of Retullus Vusca, and into the Medusa's
eye-which likeitsdlf had waited, waited: cut by the stroke of suicide from the entrails where,

undissolved, this one piece had nestled like a child, washed out by blood under the hand of the dying
Roman, thrust by him into the broken socket of the Medusa, hiswarning, al he could give, ajewd that



was an eye - the utuk fel crackling, and met the shield, the eye, the gem, roared - like wind or fire - and
was gone.

The Jew bent alittle, leaning on the shield after his battle, to see where the jewe -fragment lay, erupted
from its setting of eleven centuries. The shield seemed battered at last, brittle, like clinker. And for the
jewd itsdf, it waslike acinder rendered up from the common hearth.

Haninuh spoke a Word over that cinder. Then he spoke a Word to the chamber and the blackness. To
God he could not speak. For this, there were no words.

The embers of amorning lay in the green tines of the cedar tree. It seemed a dove was murmuring there.

"Oh that you were my brother that nursed a my mother's breast. When | should find you | might kiss
you, it would be no shame. | would bring you into the house and there feed you on fruit and quench your
thirst with wine. Hisleft hand under my head, hisright hand caressng me, hewill teech melove."

Raoulin'slidslifted. Beauty sat by the bed and looked at him with gentle sombre eyes. In colour, no
blacker than his own.

"Whoisthis" she said, "coming out of the desert, leaning upon her love? Under thetree | wokeyou; let it
be as the place where you were born.”

He was so weak he could not move, could not even speak to her. But he had never thought to see her
again. He attempted, and failed, to find some meansto offer her hisvoice.

She shook her head, and touched his lips with her fingers. Upon the bed itself astriped cat stared at him,
pitiless, guildess, angdlic, and kneaded hisfeet.

He dept once more, comforted under their gaze.

Folded in a parchment, corded with seven charms, the amulet, or what remained of it, wasburiedina
clod of earth the size of aboy's hand. Thisthen was packed into abox of horn, and that box into another
of iron. Between the two boxes was a space, where an achemica substance, being intruded, began of
itsdlf to burn. Theiron box was closed, and put into atablet of lead.

The whole was then carried to the midnight bank of theriver, haf amile below Our Lady of Ashes, and
thrown far out by the mighty arm of Liva. The tablet sank.

It sank, perhaps, to the mulch of the river's bottom, to wait once more, now for the deterioration of its
containers, horn and iron and lead, earth, air, fire, and water. To wait out the river too, maybe, until that
vast eder Leviathan of Paradys should shrink to afew puddies under some future sun. By then, the life of
the amulet might also be eroded. If not, in that unpredictable to-come, some wandering onein the dry
river-bottom would stoop and take up alustreless stone, curious, and find the Devil still kept hiscourt in
the world. But possibly that day would never be.

For Raoulin, hewasavery long timeill in the house of Haninuh. But being excellently, and cleverly and
lovingly, tended, recovered before winter sealed the City initsorb of ice.

In the pring letters went from Raoulin to hiskindred at the northern farm. But then the happinessturned
like cream. For Raoulin had set himsdlf to become a Jew by faith, conceivably more orthodox than his
mentor. The reasonsthat he gave were unhe pful, for the actua spur had risen in him asfiercely and
insatiably asyoung blood.

(Perhapstoo he remembered a Christian priest under the Sacrifice, who had turned from him in his hour



of horrible need.)
But hisfamily cast off Raoulin. That wasthat.

Among the scholars of Haninuh'sfraternity, this scholar found more than enough to study, and took to
these new tutors, these new arcane formulae, with greed. For themsealves, the Jews were kind to him.
Evenin Paradys, in their hearts, they reckoned their way was the only one, and had grown used to the
insults and crudtiesthis knack provoked. For the gentile who approached them from the night, innocent,
quietly asking, they could not but fedd some wondering affection. As he grew in stature among them, they
cameto spesk of their foundling with pride.

By then, of course, he had wed Ruquel, Haninuh's exquisite daughter, under the canopy.

These two knew together more happiness than mogt, less pain than many. They seldom spoke of death.
Likethe draining of the river, such things were the concern of God.



