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For my sisters

Prologue

T o those who remember starli ght, the spring sky over Charn is one of the most desolate sightsin dl the
universe, for by the second hour after sunset thereis not one star in al the sky. During thefirst few
thousand days of the new season, the canopy of heaven dwindles and grows dark, until by midspring the
night sky isso black it amost glows, and the eye playstricks, seeing color where thereis
none—iridescent clouds of indigo and mauve.

On winter nightsthe sky isfull of stars. But as the season changes, astain of darkness overtakes them
from the east, amicrosecond earlier each night. There at the galaxy’ s edge, staring out over the brink of
Space, the citizens seem grateful for any clouds or mist, which might cast avell between themsalves and
their own londliness. Twice each season Paradisefills up the sky for afew dozen rotations, and then the
people crowd into the temples, praying for clear weather. But otherwise they hate it, and they linethe
sreetswith bonfires, for comfort's sake. On clear nightsthe city burnslike acandle far out over the hills,
and to refugees and pilgrims coming down out of the country, it shines like abeacon under the black sky.
At waystops and lodges high up aong thetrail they swing their bundles to the ground; and on benches set
into therock they it and hug their knees as evening falls, and watch the temples and the domes of Charn
light up againgt the dark, each one outlined in neon or eectric bulbs.

And asthey watch, the wholeriver valey seemsto fill up with fire, for at dusk the lamplighters come out
in Charn, and with long prehensile hooks they pull down the corners of aweb of ropes dung between the
roofs. Acetylene lanterns hang suspended from long pulleys, and they sway dightly in the evening wind as
the lamplighters hoist them back into afirmament of nets.

Thelamplighters are small and semihuman, with soft blobby faces and bright eyes. They stand barefoot in
the muddy street, dressed in the green overalls of their caste, listening to the temple bells, to the cadence
that directstheir |abor. They arelistening to the music. And on theridge above the city, atraveler hears
pieces of it too. He has wandered down from the courtyard of the hillsde shrine where he has lft his
blanket. Grimacing, kicking at the stones, he has clambered out onto a pinnacle of rock. There, looking
out over the lights, heturns his head allittle, straining to hear. It iswhat has brought him to this place. He
has heard wisps of it dong thetrail, even in far lands where the prophet’ s name is never spoken, perhaps
in the mouth of some begging preacher or some thick-lipped merchant in the marketplace humming over
his pile of sdt. But in Charn, the prophet’ s birthplace and the center of hisworship, he hopesto hear the
musicinits purest form. Down below, it fillsthe mind of every citizen—harsh, rhythmica, sedate, issuing
a sunset from the doors of dl the temples, mixing with incense and ydlow candldight, coiling like smoke
above thetown.

On Durbar Square, the doors of the temple are thrown open. At the dltar, the priest conjuresto the
image of Beloved Angkhdt, and then he steps down towards the knedling rows of worshipers, a basket
in hishands. It is piled high with packages of artificia flour, each one enough for one man for oneday. In
thecity, dl isquiet for an obligatory count of four, but on hisrocky pinnacle above thewals, thetraveler
paces nervoudy. He has heard about this part of the ritud. His enormous frame is gaunt with hunger,
becausein spring it isthe starving time in Charn and dl those northern dioceses. The melted snow of
twenty thousand days accumulation has scoured the hillsto their foundations and stripped the pastures
clean. Thetrall that he has followed south has run through red rock canyonsfull of broken timber, and
valeysfull of stone. He has passed through ruined villages, and hunted for garbage in the burned-out
shdls of factories. Other travelers on thetrail have stood asideto let him pass, and spat into the dust, and



made the sign of the unclean. He has not sung a song in many months. But on the pinnacle above the city,
he smilesasif for thefirgt time. He shakes the hair back from hisface, black hair with a streek of whitein
it. He squints out over the city, smiling to himself. He takes awooden flute from the pouch at hisside, and
asthe music rises up from al the temples of the town, he plays afew notes of another darker melody and
hums afew notes of another song. On the hillside above him at the shrine, the keeper puts her fingersto
her ears.

In spring of the year 00016, scattered families of antinomias started to appear in Charn, and they hid
from the police in aneighborhood of abandoned warehouses between the river and the railway yard.
Immense, sulky, powerful, they had drifted south over the course of a generation, down seven hundred
milesfrom their villagesin the farthest north, victims of religious persecution and the driving snow. They
were adlent, terrifying race, unfit for any kind of work. But in time they became famous for a sad
ferocious music of their own. Rich people risked their livesto seek them out. And one night towards the
end of July, in the eighth phase of spring, Abu Starbridge and his cousin made the journey through the
dumsto adeserted warehouse built on pilings out over theriver. They had difficulty finding it, though the
prince had been there once before. But findly they camein under the cowl of along building, and insdeit
was black asnight, savefor asmall fire a the far end, past arow of sted pillars stretching up into the
dark. There, agigantic antinomia sat cross-legged on the floor, holding awinejar in hishands. But he
didn’t even raise his head when they got close. He didn’t even look at them, though they had brought a
basket full of chocolates and fruit. And he had started to sing already, even though at first there was no
one ese around. From far away they could hear him. “There had been others before,” he sang. “ Of
course there had been. There had been others.”

Part One:
Rang-river Fdll

T here had been others before, of course, traders and travelers—our house was full of things only
barbarians could make: glassand sted, products of davery and the burning South. Thefirst barbarian |
saw with my own eyes, my brothers and sisters were coming back from somewhere, down from
Rang-river, where we lived in those days, when we were till free, before the soldiers burned us out.
That’s not fair. We would have gone anyway, soldiers or not. The world was changing, and we changed
frely—from thetime | spesk of, | cannot now remember anything but snow. From farther north, whole
households had dready ridden through, searching for food.

This barbarian was on muleback and done. Wefollowed him aong the cliff’ sedge, singing and throwing
snowballs. Hewastaller than | expected, though not so tall asaman, and he smiled and gave us sugar
candieswrapped in rea paper. Histeeth were black. There are barbarianswho pull their children’ steeth
in babyhood, canines and incisors—they |eave gaps on both sdes, and later they smoke cigarettes. Their
speech isdurred and indistinct. Because they are closer to beasts, they love them more. They eat no
meat, raw or cooked. They wear no |leather or wool, for their own bodies are hairy past belief. How can
they livewhereitishot? When | wasyoung | never asked. | was till free, nothing in my mind, wisps of
things, snatches of songs, cloudsin the sky. We capered around him, grabbing at his stirrups and the
heels of his rubber, spurless boots, looking for histall. “Isit arat’s, arabbit’s, or adog’'s?” we sang,
each in adifferent mode. He reached down to pat our heads. He was keeping it hidden in his pants.

At the top of the gorge, we came up through cinder pines, and here it started to snow again. And here
we found people waiting, in from hunting, the horses steaming and blowing, and kicking at the snow. |
can identify the time, because the horses still looked deek. Later, they ate bark from the trees. Bearsand
lions, unnamed from hunger, came down to find them in their pens.



My sister stood away from the rest, and when she saw us, she turned her horse. Not knowing whether
the barbarian had been among us before, | hummed aword of possessiveness and pride, for thiswas
how | would have chosen my people to be displayed before a stranger. A woman on horseback, her
shoulders wrapped in bearskin, the rifle on her back, her long hair matted and tangled, she looked so
trangent. The dead buck hanging from her saddle. Child as| was, | felt her beauty in my heart. But
barbarians are apractica people. This onefelt nothing. He dismounted and walked towards her, talking,
and we could hear behind the words of her reply ahint of music, tentative welcome, aswas proper, ina
mode of strength to weakness. Not that it mattered, because though like al barbarians he knew
everything, there was something the matter with his ears. He could hear our speech, but not our music. In
his country, the sun has bleached out me ody from rhythm—they know al languages, and speak themin
dry cadences that mean nothing to us. They hit the bald words like drums. They never try to listen, they
only try to understand. He looked so puzzled. He couldn’'t hear that in her music she was offering a place
to stay, fredy, gladly. She meant no harm. Our town was close by, over theridge. It seemed so easy in
those days.

Two ponies pulled a dedge piled with gutted anima's, and when he saw it, the barbarian spat, and
touched his nose with the hed of his hand, and ducked his face down into hisarmpit. It isyour ritua of
hatred; seeing it for the first time, standing in the snow, | found it funny. My brother had climbed up onto
the mule, and he was kicking his bootsinto itsribs, while | kicked its backside. “Look how he hates
death,” sang my brother, as the barbarian muttered and prayed. “He hatesthe Sght of it.” A strutwing
goosetrailed its besk along the snow from the back of the dedge, its feathers dripping blood. “ He hates
it,” sang my brother.

My lords, how hard it isfor meto tell you this. To tell astory in the mode of truth from beginning to end,
aman ischained like adave. We were afree people then. This means nothing to you, | know. To meit
means my memoriesfrom thistime are wordless. The beast on the mountain, what isinitsmind but
music? Chained, it understands each link. It fingersthem, it memorizesthe fed. Barbarians have their
prayers, their work, their things, their names, their familiesto think of. But we had nothing. No names for
ourselves. No words for so many things. No future and no past. Good—here, now, | can be proud of
that. But it makesit difficult to begin. Difficult to remember awholeworld. But | remember the degth of
this barbarian; he was a scholar. He was studying a place familiar to usall, unnamed in our tongue,
Baat—or Paat—Cairn, something likethat, in his: an empty city high up between the mountain’ sknees,
wheretheriver runsout. | used to go so often. And of al the places of my childhood | remember it the
best, because | know that now, right now as | speak, it isthere unchanged—the great sonewallsand
darcases, the fallen columns and carved figures many times my height—unchanged, just as| remember
it, in that eternal snow. We were atransient people then, dancers, musicians, hunters on horseback,
doppy builders. We were in love with things that disappear: the last note of the flute, the single flutter of
the dancer’ shands. And in that old barbarian city, people had lived and disappeared. They would never
be back.

The scholar went there every day. And at night he stayed in our town and studied us, stayed in our
houses, took up no room, made no trouble. He played with his books and papers, his camera and tapes.
He had brought his own food, dried vegetables and fruits. Redl food disgusted him. And &t first my sisters
were careful where they dept and how they dressed when he was by, for they had heard barbarians
were sengtive to human women, and they had no wish to kill him. But nothing came of that; he dept
heavily on the mats and rugs we gave him. And by nightfall he was aways drunk. Every evening hewould
find acorner in the longhouse, and watch and drink until hiseyesburned. And | paid close attention. |
sadto him, “ Stranger.”

“Yes, boy,” hisvoice adry drumbest.



“Stranger, what do you see?’

But one night, | thought he hadn’t heard. | was squatting beside him. He lay in the dark among the outer
circle of watchers, among the children and the cripples. Although it was afrozen night, heworeonly a
cloth shirt, heavily embroidered, open at the neck, hischest hair like ablanket, | hoped. The liquor
numbs your senses, | know now. He was very drunk. My face, o closeto his, ignited nothing. | saw
nothing in the mirror of hisface. Fascinated, | stuck my hand in front of his nose. Nothing. His mouth
sagged, and | could smell hisruined teeth.

In the silence behind me, in acircle of torchlight, my sister started to dance. She was new toit, and
nervous, her gift just large enough to hide her nervousness. And she danced passionately, asif shewere
looking to deny what we al knew, that she had not yet heard the song of her own salf, that her
movements were stolen, mixtures of copies, and she was too young and hot to be anything but formless,
anything but molten in her heart’ s core. She danced, and from timeto timein her flashing hands and feet
an older dancer in the hall might catch the flicker of something as persond to him as his own body,
performed with a dextrousness that he, perhaps, no longer had. Thiswas why old and younger dancers
were able to summon up the pride necessary to perform. Their greenness or their dryness gave their
work atenson missing from more perfect work, the tension of their bodies and their spirit in unequa
struggle. And when later we would watch adancer in full flower, his death would dance around him ashe
danced.

| saw thiswithout looking, but the barbarian stared and stared. My sister raised her naked arms. What
did he see? | had heard wonders of drunkenness, stories of hdlucinations, burning fires, men turned into
beasts, whispersto thunder. | had seen awoman so in love with desth that she had cut her foot off and
died of the wound, not alowing the bitersto come near. But thisman didn’t look at me. Impatient, |
stuck my fingersinto hisface, poking his uneven cheek. He jerked his head awvay.

Behind me, amusician had begun to play. She had built anew insrument, akind of guitar that | had
never seen before. Envious, | turned to listen, but she had just started when the barbarian got up and
stumbled forward under the lamps. Ignoring me, he pushed hisway into the center of the hdl. My sigter
crouched over her guitar. The barbarian covered her shoulder with his hairy fingers, and she looked up at
him and smiled. Therest of uswere too surprised to move, though some of my brothers and ssterswere
violent and loved bullying. Others had not forgiven him for having brought his camerainto the hdl one
night, or for having tried to sketch them. But most of us were free from that, and we would have been
happy to hear him out. And | especidly, for some reason, | felt my heart beating as| watched himin the
torchlight, leaning on my sister’ s shoulder, closing his drunken eyes. And when he started to sing, | was
caught by akind of sound that | had never heard before, the uncouth melody, the words like vomiting.
Hisvoice was harsh. It made me listen and remember, so that much later | would recognize, in alanguage
that | didn’t know, the beginning of the Song of Angkhadt, which is barbarian scripture. “Oh my sweet
love, oh God my love, God let me touch you, and fed the comfort of your kisses, for you are my light,
my life, my joy, my cure, my heart, my heartache. ..” The language was dead before time began,
abandoned by decree. It was decreed a sacrilege to use the holy words for common purposes. Now no
one can tell how they were once pronounced, and barbarians fight wars over their meaning.

Of dl that | knew nothing yet. But | heard the delirious conviction in the drunkard' s voice; it rang the
rafters. Thiswasthe first song | had heard—I mean with words. Among us words were thought to
muddy music, for the notes themsalves can mean so much. That was not at issue here, in alanguage none
of us could understand. But some could not endure even the sound of your rdligion, the vicious ecstasy,
the sound of faith. I didn’'t mind it. | thought they were jealous of anew thing. Anyone should be able to
stand up and sing. But we had habits, though it hurts me to say it, for yes, that was davery too, of akind.
Y ou must understand, not dl of uswere gifted. But some sang every night, and their music and their pride



was the only law we had. One of my brothers, a bully and a dancer, took the barbarian by the throat,
and struck him down, and threw him out into the snow.

Lateat night | got up from the deeping room and went out. He was lying in asnowbank, breathing softly.
| thought his body hair might keep him warm. There was no wind. The stars hung close. | had brought a
bearskin, and hoped not to offend him, but | did. By morning he had thrown it off. Hewas adaveto his
own faith, and | suppose he smelled the leather even in hisdegp. By morning he was frozen dead.

The antinomial paused to spit into the darkness, and wipe his lips, and wipe each one of his
enormous fingers on a rag before he picked his flute out of its case. He nodded to his guests He
said:

My lords, our world must appear cruel and incomplete. We knew nothing about love. That isabarbarian
lesson | learned later. But at that time we were afree people. We called each other brother and sister,
but we were dways alone. Because what is freedom more than that—the need to hear your own music
aways, even in acrowd? When the barbarian died, | felt stifled, watching the biters cut histail off up on
the high ground above the river, watching them cut hisbody into pieces, the vultures huddling in acircle.
Inthe morning | took a pony and some skis, and rode out through the gates of our town, out over the
hills, far out towards the abandoned city, where the barbarian had had acamp. | felt unhappy, but not for
long. The snow stretched unbroken al around me, and in alittle while | had forgotten. My mind felt
empty asthe snow, and | found mysalf humming and making little gestures with my hands, because |
loved that journey. Y ou rode in over ahigh span of stone, the river booming far below you at the bottom
of aragged gorge. Birds flew underneath the arch, and at the far side the remnants of a huge bird-headed
statue broke the way. Its head lay in arubble of chipped stone, aslong asmy body, intricately carved, its
round eye staring upward. | had to lead my pony over it, and in through the shattered gateway where the
bridge met the sheer cliff face, the clifftops high above me. | rode up through a steep defile cut into the
rock, lined with broken columnsin the shape of trees. Their stone branches mingled into arches, and |
rode up through another gateway where the rough walls around me rushed away, and out into a great
open space, where the wind pulled at my clothing and swept the stones as clean asice. From here you
could seethe sun, risging asif behind a paper shield, the sky aswhite as paper. And in the middle of this
stone expanse rose up an enormous pitchrock fountain, agiant in chains, that city must have been agresat
center of davery, the stonework is so good. His hands and feet are chained behind him, his eyesockets
are hollow. The water must have come from there and dribbled down from wounds cut in his chest and
arms and thighs. In the old days, he must have stood in apool of tears and blood.

| went on and entered streets of empty palaces, their insides open to the weather, their doorways
blocked by drifting snow. | turned the corners randomly and wandered in and out of being lost, but the
pony knew the way, dave to habit. So | dismounted, and left it sheltered in aruined porch, and climbed
up into an older section of the town, where massive pyramids and temples of an older, gentler design
stood like aring of snowy hills. And in an open space near the largest of these, atumbled hill of masonry,
| found the barbarian’ s camp. He had discovered something, a hidden temple where the rock seemed
solid, and he had come up every day to work on it, and come back every night to live with us and drink
and deep in our housesin the valey. He had kept maps and papers here, in ablack tent standing ina
ruck of fallen stones. He had kept afire outside, the black smoke visible from far away. Once | had
cometo watch him work.

Now the fire was scattered, but there was a horse tethered outside. | had seen itsfootprintsin the snow,
and dog printstoo. | could hear dogs barking, and in alittle while they came running towards me over the
snow, long-legged hunting dogs, but the tent was empty. | stood outside, the dogs jumping and cleaning
my hands. | opened my coat to the white air and sucked the cold air through my teeth. | was so happy. |
had no way of guessing then, my lords, that the future of my people lay in abarbarian city like that one



had been, full of sweat and noise and davery. Our tailswould grow long, and we would never eat meat
anymore. My lords, herein your hard streets, hunger forces me to make up answersto your questions
and sall my memoriesfor food. It isabiting habit to think about the past. But | have no pride left; it hurts
meto say it, for humility was something far beyond my childlike imagination as| stood in that abandoned
city in the snow. Then my heart was empty asthe air. | samped my feet and shook my arms, and saw as
if for thefirst time where the barbarian had found aflaw in the gradua surface of the pyramid, and
rubbed it with gasoline and blasted out ahole the size of aman.

He had discovered arough passageway into the heart of the stone hill; | entered it, and stopped on the
threshold of around chamber. To my right and to my left around the wall stretched arow of statuesina
ring, facing inward to the room. They sat and stood in lifelike poses, some giff, some douching, and
some leaned together asif talking. Some were gesturing with open mouths, asif they had been cut off in
the middle of aword. The one beside me touched his neighbor lightly on thearm, asif to draw his
attention to something happening across the room. And they had dl been carved by the same hand, that
much was clear, ahand that took delight in complicated clothes and smple faces. For though some were
old with stringy necks and some were young, they al had qualitiesin common. Their faces were unmixed.
Each had hardened over a single mood—pride in one, stupidity in another, malice, innocence. An old
man was biting on a coin. Another pulled astone cork from astone bottle, hisface contorted in a
drunken leer. Another hid the stiffnessin hislap under afold of cloth and scratched forever at ableeding
sore. For afree man, thejoy of living comes from knowing that it won’t be long, that dl flesh diesand
disappears, but these barbarian kings and princes, it was asif the god they worshipped had turned them
into stone. They would live forever, as doubtless they had begged him in their prayers.

A man stepped out across the room opposite from where | stood, a biter. | would have known him by
his clean clotheseven if | had not known hisface. He had been astrong musician once, and | have
memories of him standing in the torchlight of the hall, bent over hisviolin, my brothersand my ssters
packed like davesto hear him. Or even when he played aone, by himself in the high pastures, |
remember children running out to find him, and they would st around him in the snow. But by thetimel
speak of, that was past. A man had cut his hand off in afight, | don’t know why, and he had given up
and taken to biting in ahouse by himself. Let me explain. Our kind of life was not for everyone. Some
found it hard to give up everything for freedom’ s sake. They had thingsto occupy their minds. They were
addicted to some work, or they had friends and children. We had given them aname. We cdlled them
betrayers, literdly “biters’ in our language, and we hated them. The pride of our race was so hard to
sugtain. Therest of us had sacrificed so much to music, to emptiness and long cold wandering, that we
could only hate them. And we hated them the more because we needed them. The biters were our
doctors, builders, makers, parents. It gave them happiness to do things for themselves and other people.
Without that, life falls apart, no matter what your gifts. Babies die, houses fal down. We needed
someoneto preserve us, to preserve aspirit they themselves could never share, aspirit tofill uswith
hunger every morning as we broke snow on the mountains with our horses and our dogs, aspirit tofill us
every night and every morning with reasons to be up and to be gone.

But | am wandering: that day, in that Sone chamber when | was achild, abiter stood in the middle of a
circle of statues, with acarbide lantern in hishand. He said, “Isthat you?’ He said “Isthat you?’ inan
empty voice, and then something ese. | didn’t understand him. Biters often know peculiar words. But the
dead man, the barbarian scholar, had had aname and that wasit. Mistaking me for him, the biter called
me by his name, aword that referred to him asif he were athing, fit to be used, like ablanket or abed.
My brothers and my sisters had no names.

| took up aloose piece of tile and skipped it acrossthe floor. It made acircle round the biter’ sfeet. He
laughed. “Little brother,” he said, and he came towards me. “Little brother, what are you doing here?’
Thiswas common biting, not worth areply. | spat onto the floor and turned away. Therewas atatuein



the center of the room, different from the res—a stone table and the figure of aman adtrideit, hislegs
hanging down on either side. He had adog’ s head, dog’ steeth, dog's eyes, and the hair ran down his
back under hisrich clothes. And from his groin rose up astiff enormous phallus, which he held in front of
him between his hands. It was so thick hisfingers couldn’t close around it, and so tall it protruded to his
chin. Along its naked sdes|ong lines of words were cut into the stone, and single wordsinto the spaces
between his knuckles.

The biter stood behind me and reached out to touch its bulbous head, whereit swelled out above the
statue' shands. “It is Angkhdt,” he said softly. “Prophet of God. The dog-headed magter. It'ssad, isn't it,
that it would cometo this?’

Questions, hard tenses, gods. | hated him. | hummed afew phrases of an anger song, amelody called
“I’'mwarning you,” but the biter took no notice. “Whereisthe barbarian?’ he asked.

| turned to face him, furious. How could he force me to remember? The man was dead, gone, vanished
out of mind. Time had closed its hand. In those days we werein love with alie, that objects could
disappear into the air, that there was no pagt, no future, that people needed the touch of my hand in order
to exig, theimagein my eye.

It wasaliel cherished rather than believed. Infact, | remembered very well. And | wanted him to know
what had happened. | wanted him to know the man was dead. And so, though | said nothing, through
music | put alittle death into the air, asong caled “now it’sover,” but in acomplicated rhythm because |
could not cover in my voiceasmall regret.

The biter listened carefully, tilting his head. With hisforefinger, he stroked the underlip of the stone
phallus, and hisface took on astrange gentle expression. “ They murdered him,” he said. “Which one?’

How | hated him! Him and his past tense. Him and his questions. Y et there was apower in his hawklike
face that made him difficult to resist, akeennessin hiseye. | dropped my head and muttered part of a
song, my brother’ s music, the man who had first struck the scholar down.

Herecognized it. It was a beautiful song, spare, strong, proud, like the man himsdlf. At the second
change, | heard the biter hum apart of it himself, asif in reverie, frowning. He brought hiswrists together,
and with hiswhole hand he caressed the angry stump where his other hand had been. “Itishe,” he said
softly. “Itisdways he. Little brother,” he said, and stretched his hand out to touch me, only | ducked
away. “Little brother,” he continued. “ Don't you see how men like him can kill usal?’

| started away, my face full of disgust, but he smiled and called out to me: “I’'m sorry. | gpologize. No
biting. Or at least, only alittle. Because | am talking about the future. Don’t pretend you never think of
it”

| turned to face him, because | was pretending. He wasright. He said: “I seeyou. Y ou are different from
therest. | seeyou. Before. | saw you. The others cannot think. Y ou can.”

| stood gppalled. He was trying to seduce me, | could tell. It was the biter’ s dough of reason, of cause
and effect, so easy to fall into, so hard to climb back out. | could fedl tearsin my eyes, and | bent to pick
up aloose stone.

The biter smiled. “I’'minsulting you,” he said. “Listen. Use your mind. We are beginning to starve. There
isno mest left in these mountains. Every day the huntersbring in less. Thereisnoneleft.”

| listened, hardfaced. This made no senseto me.



“Don’t you understand?’ he said. “We haveto do it. Something. All together, for thefirst time. Not just
adone. Together.”

| sared at him. This made no sense.

“South of here,” he said. “Way south, thereis no snow. There are deer on the hill. Fishin the water.
Listen—every day | talk to the barbarian. The dead barbarian. Every day | come here. | listento his
stories. Heisteaching me so much. Now heisdead, yet it is ill thetruth. Hewas. . . Hetold me about
it. Thereisfood to eat.”

“| prefer to sarve.”
“That’sstupid.”

“Yes” | cried, furious. “But | am not adave of my own mind. | am not. | prefer to die. My brothersand
Sisters are too proud.”

“But | don’'t mean that,” he said. “We are not beggars. | mean to take what we want. Stedl it. These
barbarians are arace of hairy dwarves. Free men and women would burn through them like afire. And |
can make it happen. Hewas teaching me atrick. A way of singing—don’t you understand?’

Bored, | turned away. But there was a peculiar music in hiswords. He brought hisfist crashing down on
the tabletop. “But | can force you,” he shouted. “I can force you to follow me. Thereisapower inthis
room, if | knew how to useit. Thereis power in these empty gods.” He came towards me, grinning
savagely, and | backed away. “1 will doit,” he said. “I hate your stupidness. And | hate myself.”

Helied. Hissdf-loverang in every word. His voice was like two instruments in conflict, one ferocious,
oneinsinuating. He had been a strong musician, and thismusic wasastorm in him. “ Do not laugh & me!”
he shouted, and shook the stump of hisarm in my face asif it were awegpon. He was alittle crazy, too,
| thought, with his bony face, his eyebrows, hisdark eyes. In thelight of the carbide lantern his shadow
made agiant onthewal, reding drunkenly.

Inthose days | was easily bored. | knew so few words. And this biter was talking about something. He
was using words as akind of action, and that made me uncomfortable. So | left him, and outsideit had
begun to snow again. The sky wasfull of wordless snow. It blunted the edges of the mountains and the
buildings, blunted everything, relaxed and cdmed me. The dogs were stifled as| dogged away. It was
very cold.

“What is he talking about?” whispered Thanakar Sarbridge. “ What did he call us, a race of
hairy dwarves?’

Prince Abu wiped the sweat from his fat face. “ It's perfectly true,” he muttered, giggling. “ At
least in your case.” He was already drunk, staring down into the bottom of his winecup with
unfocused eyes.

Thanakar stretched out his leg and looked around the dark interior of the warehouse. Shadows
flickered among piles of cinderblocks and garbage. “ It’s a bit much, him calling us barbarians,”
he yawned, touching his wristwatch. Nearby, a woman squatted over the fire, feeding it with
handfuls of dung.

“ Shhh. Quiet!” whispered the prince. “ He' s beginning again.”

The antinomial had dozed off momentarily, but now he roused himself. He sat for a while, nodding
and fingering his flute, and then took up his recitation near the place where he had broken off.



And when he started, he spoke in the guttural singsong which of all his modes was hardest to
understand. He said:

My lords, that night a volcano burst up on the ridge somewhere, and my brothers and sstersand | went
up to see—nothing, asit turned out, nothing but smoke and steam. It rained, and in the valey you could
hear the trees exploding like distant gunshots, like gunshots where the hot stones spattered on theice.
The cloudsreflected adull glow from far away, that was dl. Wefroze. | thought the night went on
forever. That night | thought the world had changed, and perhapsit had, because in the morning the sun
was latein coming, | could tell. It rose late out of asmelly mist, and we shivered and whispered, coming
home over theice. From far away we could see afire burning in our town, and we laughed and ran down
the last ridge, in through the gates, under the belltower, up past the longhouses and barns. In those days
before the soldiers came, our town was built of logs and mud, among the ruins of an older place. The
sonewalls, the tower, the eterna well, al that was ancient barbarism. We had built our windowless,
dark halls on their foundations.

Outside the dancing hdl, the biter had made a great bonfire. With biter friends he had daved together a
wooden wagon with heavy wooden wheels and had pulled the stone table and Angkhdt’ s statue from the
mountainsde, dl the way down from the empty city. He had drawn his cart up to the bonfire, the open
end facing outward, and the firdight shining through the braces and the wooden spokes. Hestood init as
if on astage, thefire at his back. Beneath him, my brothers and my sisters shambled around the stone
table, and they admired its blunt surface and the lewd god adtrideit.

We heard the biter’ svoice. He had been a great musician once, but now he used his voiceto bite us. He
used the thing that he had learned from the barbarian. He had combined barbarian magic with anew way
of singing. He could make picturesin the air. And he was using them to bite us, for in those days nothing
could bind my stupid family like fire, like dancing; he capered above them in ablack flapping robe, his
mutilated arm held crazily doft, and they stood in the dush with their mouths open. At first | didn't listen.
For | was watching for the sunrise, and as | stood at the outskirt of the crowd, pushing towards the hedt,
| saw alittleway in front of me the neck and shoulders of my sister, wedged in between some others.
She was close enough to touch, aimost, agirl amost ripe, older than 1. 1 could only see part of her head,
but | knew that it was she, because around her | dways felt asad mix of fedings, so | wriggled forward
until | stood behind her. Her yellow hair ran down her back. My mind was full of it, full of the barbarian
luxury of it. Y et even so the biter’ smelody brokein, and | looked up to see him dancing and redling. He
was a powerful man. He could make pictures out of music. In hissinging | could see the barbarian city on
the mountain asit waswhen men sl lived there, the paint till fresh on the buildings. Hisvoice wasfull of
holes. Y et even so, | saw that barbarian city so clearly, and acrowd of people standing in the square. |
saw the colors of their clothes and the lines of their faces. In acentra square of yellow stone, of high, flat
buildings, lines of open windows, hanging baconies, agroup of huntsmen dismounted. They were
dressed in leather and rich clothes, red and brilliant green. A huge horse stood without arider, and beside
it, chained by one wrist to the empty stirrup, naked and dusty, his great dog’ s head bent low, knelt the
barbarian god. He had careful, yellow, dog's eyes. Nearby, a pa e boy, wounded in the chase perhaps,
lay dead or dying on the stones, surrounded by daves and sad old men. The sun burned, and the god
waited, sweating in the dirty shade around the horse' slegs, until they brought awooden cage and
chained his hands and feet, and prodded him inside with long thin poles; he lay in one corner and licked
donghisam.

Thisisagtory from the Song of Angkhdt. Aswe listened, standing near the fire with our mouths open,
people said they saw the statue move, and some claimed that the lines of symbols on its swollen penis
seemed to glow. | know nothing about that. But as stupid asit sounds, my lords, | did hear avoice out of
its stone head, for the music had stopped suddenly, and the vision had disappeared. It was a curious,
arlesskind of voice, and ether the language was unknown to me or else | wastoo far away to



understand. But | understood the biter. He was speaking too. “Listen to God' slaws,” hesaid. “Love
freedom. Love freedom more than death. Be kind to one another,” things like that, laws and hateful rules.
That biter was a crazy man. So much londliness, so much gnawing on his biter’ s heart had made him
mad. He was searching for agod to make him king, to force usto follow after him, yet how could he
have thought that we would stand still and listen to that kind of song? In fact, he must have quickly
redized hismistake, for al around, people were moving and touching themsealves, the magic broken. In
front of me, the girl had turned away and put her fingersto her head.

| was bored and angry, but not for long, because the biter started to sing again. In hisvoice | saw the god
lying in darkness, in awooden cage. It was empty night in the barbarian city, and | saw himraise his
slver head just as adog would have, for towards him over the flagstones flowed arivulet of
water—down one street, down another, out into the open square. He was waiting for it. And asit came,
agentlewind ran through the city, starting out of nothing, then subsiding. The god yawned, and passed
his hand aong the bars of his cage. He rubbed it dowly, rhythmically, coaxing some greenness back into
the dead wood; dowly at first, imperceptibly, he sedled the wounded bark, he rubbed it whole. Under
the cage the flagstones split apart as roots spread down. And in theiron jointsthe first |eaves appeared,
one, and then more, tiny and weak at first, but gathering strength and number until the cage had
disappeared and Angkhdt lay asif in aleafy thicket or awood, agentle wind stirring the branches, while
in the house women woke next to their deeping mates, and shook themselves awake and |ooked around.

Again thevison broke. | heard the statue speak again, louder thistime, and thistime | could understand,
for I waslooking for the magic, and so was everybody else. That way it claimed our minds. It said: “You
are my chosen people. Free men and women, free asfire. Like the fire you will grow and spread. For |
have chosenaway . ..” It went on for along time, telling usto take our things and leave our town, telling
usto follow this biter and make war with him. In the crowd, some stood without listening, warming their
hands, but others shouted angrily, and one climbed up into the open cart. He grabbed the biter from
behind, one arm across his someach, the other on histhroat. Helifted him up off hisfeet, lifted him up
kicking, and dropped him over the side of the cart into the crowd. Then there was quiet. My brother was
in the cart, stlanding up aone. We were used to him, watching him dance, so we just stood there,
watching. Heraised hisarms above his head and clenched hisfists, and legped the distance from the cart
onto the tabletop. He kicked the dog-headed statue in the chest, and it turned on its base and fell heavily
to theground, legsin theair. The biter cried out and struggled forward through the crowd, but nobody
looked at him because my brother, limping and twisting on one foot, had raised his hands above his head
and started to dance. It was tentative and dow, a dance we al knew, adance which belonged to us, part
of dl of us. All of us could danceit in our different ways. It was the song of freedom, of namelessness,
the triumph of our race, and so poignant, too, to see him dancing with his broken foot, it gave each stlep a
specid transience. My brother danced, and the crowd spread out away from him, because thiswasthe
kind of dance that tells you not to stand together in agroup, thinking the same thoughts.

My brother pulled aknife out from his clothes and danced with it, and now from the crowd came up a
kind of music, hesitant at first, but stronger and stronger as it became clear to uswhat he was going to
do. Our voices, young and old, rough and smooth, searched for acommon music, making it out of
nothing, and some had carried their instruments with them, and some ran to fetch theirs, and al clapped
their hands and sang—we didn’'t know this music. But like the dance it came together as we sang, more
sure with every motion, every note. It sang of freedom, sang of emptiness, and it came together asif out
of our own empty hearts. My brother danced along time. And in the end, everybody knew it; we forced
him with our voices, we built him to aclimax, and at the end of it he drew the knife around his neck,
once, twice, in perfect rhythm to the dance, a scarlet string around his neck—too tight, for hetried to sing
then and couldn’t, for his mouth was full of blood. He spit it out, and summoning his strength, he sang a
song that was not like anging nor like anything.



And as he sang, ashadow rose, and it got dark. The sun was hidden in acloud of frozen dust, remains of
the volcano we had seen the night before. Sticks and pieces of dirt fell from the sky. Horses cried out
and kicked their stalls. People gathered together, cursing in thefilthy dark. Weran insde out of the
storm, and then the biter spoke again, and said in plain language that he was running south with others of
hiskind, to bring some war into the citiesthere. He said the storm was some barbarian god. He said it
was asign. People clustered around him, desperate and afraid, but more prepared to go off by
themselves, according to our custom of leaving and never coming back. They prepared to ride out north,
perhaps, done. They had no maps. They prepared to ride out into the unbroken snow. For some it was
asif they had found a sudden reason to do as they had dways wanted. The mud lay inchesthick on al
the beds. It seemed pointlessto clear it al away.

My lords, achild'smind isnot to berelied on. If | thought that you wereinterested in the truth, 1 suppose
| would keep silent. Yet | have carried these images with me, and now | unpack them, some for the first
time. And dways| am tempted to describe my life asif to an empty room, asif the words could smply
disappear. Tempted and not tempted, for the bitternessisthat | have changed and not just gotten older.
Herein your sad city | havelet aworld collect around me, opinions, objects, thoughts; | have found a
name. Nor can | claim compulsion. | have made mysdlf adave, and now | ook around methrough a
dave seyes, that'sdl. Therefore | have become very finein my digtinctions, and | think | was mistaken. |
think now the volcano and the mudstorm came some other time. Reason tells me now there must have
been a period when people came to their own conclusions and rode out, too hungry to stay, but how
could we measuretimein that blank winter, with our blank minds? When my mothers and fathers were
growing up, therewere gill seasonsin thelives of animals, but in that last phase of winter, when | wasa
child, there were no more fawns, no cubs, no colts, no pups, no calves, no godings, no sweet lambs, and
after that the hillswere empty. We went hungry. Why would people stand for it, who had achoice?

| remember afull town and an empty one. And there was amudstorm, yes. The sky was black; stones
fel from the sky. | huddled in my muddy bed. People yelled and ran. And | remember waking up one
morning to new snow. New snow was fdling. | walked out to the open spacein front of my house. The
stone table was there, and the dog-headed statue on its back in the new snow. Our town was empty. Or
rather, the children were left. Those who hadn’t had the strength to go. They came out one by one, my
brothers and my ssters, with white, muddy faces. There was not a sound.

| walked over to the gate. Broken instruments littered the ground, sifted over with snow. Departing
during the storm, people had stood shouting over the noise of the wind, their baggage around them in fat
bags, the horses kicking and stamping in the frozen mud. One by one, men and women had pulled on
their knapsacks and siwvung themselves up into their saddles, leaving what they could not carry. And as
they walked their horses through the tower gate, their instrumentsin their hands, some would bend down
and break them on the stone gatepost, and others would stand up in the stirrups and break them on the
arch abovetheir heads. | kicked through fretboards, mutes, and reeds.

Some older children had been able to seize the strength to go, and women had taken the youngest ones,
their own or someone else's, for tangled reasons. Those left behind were of the age which no one loves,
and | was one of these.

Wetook our blankets from the abandoned halls and all moved into one, except for afew of the
proudest. But these soon took horses and rode out, not knowing where, | suppose, or where else but to
their deaths. Therest of uslived together in one hdl, and kept afire burning. For nothing reduces people
to barbarity quicker than hunger. We devel oped barbarous habits. We sat together and discussed things.
Looking back, that seems like the worst part. Then, the worst part was going to bed hungry, wasthe
interminable waiting to grow up.

Therewasagirl with yellow hair, astdl as1. How can | describe my fedings? They were asource of



shameto me. Shelit afirein the hal and danced for usalittle. | scraped the mud away from part of the
floor and built apile of pillows next to her bed. | should have stayed away in the farthest corner. Shewas
not musical or strong, agreat hunter or agreat dancer. But | wanted her, even though | knew that
wanting isatrick of themind. It islike stooping to believe alie. For days| would go off done, huntingin
the snow, fishing, yet at night | would sit and watch her shake her hair loose down her bare back. She
had aface—how shal | ssy—unmarked by pride. That is our flaw, in generd, the way barbarians are
hairy, with rotten teeth and foul bresth. Our men and women had proud faces, and if they laughed it was
for areason: because after a cold day they had brought a buck down with one shot. Or because another
had missed. Or because in the midst of day they could hear nothing but their own music. Yet this girl
would laugh about nothing. She saw no gtain in kindness, and perhaps she was adapting to new
circumstances, but | thought rather it was something true to her. The men and women of our race have
hungry bodies—clean-limbed and hard—»but dready hers was made for giving. She had full breadts,
wide hips, round amsand legs.

The snow went on forever, and then a new season came, adark, false season. It was the Paradise thaw,
the last phase of winter, though how could we have known? The sun barely shone. The snow melted, for
awhile. The grass grew white and yellow, but it did grow, and in abiter’ s house we had found a store of
corn. The taste was poisonous, but | was glad to be dive, because the world was strangely beautiful
during the thaw. The trees never recovered their leaves. In the valeys, in the white grass, they stood up
dead with naked arms. And it was dways dark, for at thistime the sun crept blood-red aong the horizon
al day, risng and setting between the jagged peaks, the colored clouds like sunset dl the morning and
midday, the shadowslong and heavy. At night it was amost brighter—you could ride dl night, because
during the thaw a new planet appeared, Paradise, you cdl it, another world, and it burned with a dead
light above our heads. That first night it took up haf the sky. The dogs howled and cried out. Barbarians
worship Paradise, but | knew nothing of that yet. At first | was afraid.

Theair was dtill. There was not a breath of wind. There was no rain, athough the ground was wet with
stagnant water everywhere. No dogs gave birth. Plants grew, yes, but the stalks had lost their
gtiffness—they grew flat and tangled on the ground like the hair on aman’ shead. The air seemed hard to
breathe and full of queasy echoing. There was no nourishment init. Noises close a hand seemed far
away. And in the high pastures our ears buzzed and rang; we walked our horses and held onto their
manes. It was adifferent kind of living. People dept dl day, and even awake they were part adeep.

It is easy to describe these things asif the world had died overnight. But soon we remembered nothing
different. These changes, though they sound tremendous, came subtly and gradualy. | thought | was
growing up. My body had changed more than the air. And though every day | wasfilled with deepy awe,
though in everything | saw the promise of my death—the stark trees, the plantstwisting ong the
ground—I was more concerned with hunger, and more concerned with deeping next to that girl every
night. | wanted there to be away of touching her, but it wasimpossible. | would sit awake, looking at the
heap of blankets next to me. Perhaps she would have responded to my touch. Yet | wasafraid | was not
capable. | had seen it often enough. And barbarians can copulate like animals, but | thought | was not yet
quite enough of a barbarian for that. There were physica differences, | had heard. Besides, what should |
do?Should | say . . . something, should | reach out my hand? Men and women drank to frenzy before
they could surrender to desire. They drank awine we had, and then they dreamed a numb, erotic dream.
In the morning they remembered nothing and could look a each other without shame. Women had no
men, children no fathers. The davery would have been intolerable, for inthisact of loving thereisdways
dave and master, victory and defeat. We were too proud for that—too proud for love, for tenderness.

But the temptation made me bitter, and | saw her sweeting like a pig that season, her and afew others,
planting and digging. | told mysalf she had surrendered to a biter’ sforesight, finding abiter’scomfort in
the dirt, the sweat, the feeble grain. It was not food for human beings. But with abiter’ s caution, she saw



that soon we would be so hungry we would be eating dogs and horse meat. She had found ataste for
choices. She took corn and ground it to a pulp, and mixed it with hot water—edible, perhaps, but deadly
to the heart. We blamed her for it. Wewould dink up to the pot and put our handsin it, angry and sullen
because we found ourselves grateful, | suppose. We would have starved on what human food we had.
Or wewould have had to kill our animals. Horses, dways docile, had learned to eat grass, though it
made them sick and listless. But our dogs had higher somachs. Already they fought one another and
devoured the carcasses, and in thiswe might have seen awild premonition of oursalves, had not my sister
showed us we were more like horses.

Andintimel cameto admire her for her serenity, her way of laughing at our sulkiness. Besides, | had
begun to notice biting tendenciesin mysdf. | discovered the importance of things | never would have
noticed. One of the younger children was very sick. He had started to die. He was a sniveling little boy,
with asniveling weak face, but it was asif | found a strange compulsion to memorize everything about
him, every sickness, every change. | could fed | was robbing him of hisown degth, for it was asif | had
clenched my hands around his spirit, and asif his spirit was escaping not from another room, not from
some private place, but from between my fingers. But findly he escaped me.

That day the sun shone blood-red on the pale grass, and | was walking with my horse among some trees.
| will describe the place. Among dead trees abrook widened into aclear pool, asmall thing, water
coiling on acold rock. | found asingle, lesther, child' sboot. A boot like many others, but with the biter's
part of my mind | recognized it. It had belonged to the little boy.

Inwinter, afield of snow stretches unblemished to the horizon, but you have only to ook behind you to
see your own trampled mark, ephemera and confused, adream in the pure wilderness of deep. |
thought, what difference can it make to me where the child is? If he were dead, then he was on that
hillside where the snow never broke beneath hisfeet, not in front of him, not behind. He had become part
of theworld' sintolerable beauty. Where was the sadnessin that thought? Where was the sadnessin
death? Yet | was not happy, because no matter how hard you try to be free—and when | was a child we
did try—people have dark in them aswdll aslight. They have deep, biting ingtinctsin their heart of hearts.
They arelike the dark world with Paradise around it.

| reached for the boot. It was agood one, fur-lined, but with the remnants of some decoration. | held it in
my hand, trying to forget, until above me on the hillsde, aboy came running down. Dogs were with him,
barking and excited. He carried dead animals from the end of along pole, and now he sivung the pole up
over their heads and kicked them as they snarled and jumped. He capered down the hillside out of
breath, the dogs around him. And when he passed me, he stopped and swung the pole above my head.

| saw the naked tail hang down from one of them. “Rabbits” | said.
“Rabhits,” he repeated proudly.
“Look what | have,” | said.

He seemed doubtful. | held the boot out by the hedl, and hetook it, saw it wastoo smdl for him, cast it
on the bank. | admired the sparseness of hismind. “Boot,” he said.

| explained what | wasfeeling aswell as| could. He understood me, or rather understood the words, the
music, the sense, but not the point. | could tell he thought me strange to concern myself when there must
be other children till dive who fit my vague descriptions. But he retrieved the boot, examined it more
closdly, threw it down again. And, sick of listening, he said, “Come eat,” and legpt away from rock to
rock, brandishing his pole, humming part of asong cdled “I forget.”

| did not follow, even though the smell of dead meat swinging near my head had lit in me aburning



hunger. | turned and walked up to where | had left my horse. | knelt by the stream and ran my fingersin
thewater. It had gotten dark, but even in the darkness | could see the shadows of the trees. And when |
stood up to lead the horse away, | saw that he held between the crud ridges of hisbeak achild's
severed hand. He was sucking on it the way barbarians eat candy. | reached up, and he pulled his head
away and glared a me; he had been scratching for toadsin the flaccid grass and had found something
better. | let him be.

Theair was perfectly gtill. The grass grew thick where | stood in abowl-like indentation in the Sope,
lined with trees and dabs of stone. Paradise had risen, once again, up over the mountain crests, and
rinsed the grass with silver light. And from one tree there came adrip, drip, drip. Something hung from a
rope among the lower branches. It circled quietly in the quiet air.

| walked up the dope until | stood beneath the tree. | reached out and caught some of the drops. In that
light they had no color of their own, but it was blood, of course. | knew it by the fedl and smell and taste,
and it awakened in me ahunger like the smell of my brother’ s rabbits—blood past itsfirst freshness. |
stood admiring thelight until alittle pool had formed in my palm. Beneath the tree, the grasslay crushed,
asif ananimd hadrolledinit.

A child' s body had been tied up like a package. It rotated dowly at the end of arope, and | saw the
rope was barbarian-made, because of its contemptibly high quality.

| climbed up into thetree. A child had been strangely mutilated, his eyes dug away, histongue cut ot.
Only historso and his head remained; his arms and legs had been severed at thejoints and carried away.
His strange, empty head fell loosely from side to side as the rope rotated. His neck must have been
broken. Standing on alow branch, | reached out to shake the silken rope, to make the body jerk and
dance. It was my little brother.

| climbed down. My horse was adready nosing at the grass, but | pulled it free, down the dope. There
was no spaceto ride, but in alittle while the trees gave out into agrassy meadow. And there | swung
mysdlf into the saddle. Paradise was bright like day, and the horse uneasy, pulling a hisrope. At first |
thought it was from horsey love of open spaces, until | smelled what it smelled: once again, the smell of
death. The grass had been trampled in amuddy track down towards the town, asif atroop of men and
horses had passed together. That was unusual enough. But in the middie of it lay the body of dog, agreeat
noble brute, slver in the gleaming starlight. His slver fur was seething, dive in the shadows of the grass.
But he was stone dead, lying on hisside, his heavy head stretched out in the mud. | walked my horse
around himinacirce.

Farther on, over the next hillside, | found my brother’ s body, the boy whom | had seen that evening,
running down the mountain, full of laughing plansfor dinner and the love of running.

| dismounted. He had been shot with an expanding bullet through the back and had falen with hisarmsin
front of him. His stick had broken under him, and the rabbits were trampled in the mud. They had shot
another dog theretoo, shot it in the sde and disemboweled it later, it seemed. And again, the boy’ sface
was mutilated, asif they had tried to carve aletter or asign into his festures.

| gathered together my brother’ s scattered arrows. There was no bow, but that morning | had taken
mine, taken my knives and sted dingshot—toolsfor hunting. And when the track of horses broke away
uphill again, | followed it up into the fields benesth amountain dope of red volcanic stone. It was aplace
| knew well. At onetime, biters had brought their sheep up here to graze on insectsincubating in the
snow; they had lit fires and stayed for along time. | had come, too, with my childish music, or with some
childish problem only abiter could resolve—an earache, aholein my boot. And now the grasslay thick
and white, and it dragged at my horse’ sfeet. His claws got stuck in it, and sometimes he came near to



stumbling, for | spurred him hard, driven by my anger, until we broke the crest of asteep hill, and | saw
inthe valey underneath us, abonfire.

| dismounted and ran down through the fields. The fire seemed enormous. Close a hand, | could only
see outlines and shadows, but on the far Side, the hot light painted their faces and their clothes. They
were barbarians, smal hairy men in black uniforms, squatting near the fire. They had heated up some
orange mash of vegetablesin ametal pot and were egting out of metal cups. | was happy not to smell it
close. But | could hear them talking, and | was amazed to redlize | could understand what they were
saying, though the accents were harsh and ugly, the verbs unfamiliar. Therewasno musicinit, yet even
S0 there was something more than words, for they shouted and laughed and seemed content. | saw that
they were drinking. They were drunk. | crept closer. One said, “Even 0, you shouldn't have shot the
bitch.”

“It tried to bite me.”

They weretaking about the dogs, | thought, though it was hard to tell. | felt astrange thrill listening to
their voices, watching their clumsy movements. They were so smdll, so ugly, with flat, hairy, intdligent
faces, full of thoughts and knowledge. Dark skin, dark eyes, dark hair hanging down their backs,
gathered at their necksin metd rings.

They finished their food, and they sat drinking, smoking cigarettes, talking about places | had never heard
of, things| didn’t know. It made akind of sense. One played the guitar in away | had no wordsfor. He
sad, “Let'sseeif shewill dancefor us. I'd like to see her dance.”

“You let her be. Y ou know what our orders are.”

“Our ordersareto kill them aswefind them. | could report you both for keeping her dive.”
Onelaughed: “Thet' sdl right. She'sjust agirl.”

“Yes, that’ sright. She' sameat-eating bitch. And an atheist. Y ou leave her be.”
Onelaughed: “Admit it, you like her.”

| found it hard to understand who wastaking. Y et even so it made akind of sense. Therewas afat,
older man. He said: “Well maybe she does look more like awoman than some others. | don't care.
Shel sl built like abear. She till stinks like dead bodies. She stinks like the bodies she eats”

“I hear they are beautiful dancers,” said the one playing the guitar. He plucked out a series of low,
peculiar notes. “I find her attractive,” he said.

Therewas much | didn’t understand. But | was fascinated. The older man roseto urinate outside the
circleof light. He was aleader, perhaps. He stood facing me, hislegs apart, staring outward blindly, and
| thought | could puncture hisfat ssomach like abag. The other man put down his guitar and got to his
feet. Not far away, on the other side of thefire, they had tied their horsesin agroup. And they had agirl
there, my sigter, aprisoner. They had tied her handsin front of her, and the guitar man went and got her.
| could hear him talking, and she got up from the ground. | saw her shadow cover his. Y et he must have
been stronger than he looked, or braver, or stupider. He pulled her roughly by her knotted wrists, down
the bare dope from the trees where they had left her with the animass, until she stood in thefirdight,
humiliated, her shoulders bent. | recognized her, though they had tied a cloth bag over her head. |
recognized her body—naked from the waist, her wide hips. Her legs were spattered with mud, and she
was bleeding from awound on the outside of her thigh. Her feet were bare.



They had built their fire in a space between some large rocks, and | was watching their shadows on the
uneven surface. At firg the flames were high, their shadows long and menacing, but now the fire had
settled somewhat. And when | saw my sister with them, they no longer seemed so fearsome. Without
thinking, | had thought that there were lots of them, but there were not. Barbarians have names for any
kind of quantity; they areinlove with numbers. But such things are difficult for us. There, that night, there
were not many: the fat man, the musician, and another with along gun standing up between hisknees. |
could see the shadow of it on the rock.

The musician pulled the bag away from her face, and | saw her tangled yellow hair, her nose, her heavy
lips. She was beautiful. He must have thought so too, for he put hisfingersto her face and to her hair,
catching at the tangles, pulling them back from her forehead. And when heforced her face into thelight, |
felt asudden surge of joy. | was happy to see her. Happy to see her proud and unafraid, for there was
nothing in her eyes but hatred. | could amost hear the song of it, but the barbarian could not. He pushed
the hair back from her face, and she let him touch her without moving, touch her bruised cheeks, her torn
and broken lips. He said, “Don’'t be afraid. Wewon't hurt you. Understand?’ She made no movement.
“Don’'t beafraid,” he repested. “Here, drink,” and he brought a cup of something to her mouth. She
swalowed it in silence. Shefinished it. “Here,” he said, and squatting, he pulled a square of cloth out
from benesth his shirt. There was a plastic bucket on the ground; he wet the napkin and stood up again
to clean her face. “There” he said. “We mean you no harm.”

One sat on therocks, fingering hisgun. “There sno point in talking,” he said. “ It can’t understand you.”

“| think she can. Can you?’' he asked her. “Would you like something to eat? Y ou must be hungry.” She
shook her head. “Y ou see?’ he said, gesturing to his companions. *Y ou see? She understands. My name
is...” something, he sad, pointing to himsdf.

The fat one laughed. He was squatting near the fire, poking at it with astick.

My sister brought her hands up to her face. | saw the cords had cut into her wrists, “Freeme,” she said,
her voice naked, empty of significance. She thought that otherwise they wouldn’t understand.

They stared a her. “Freeme,” she repeated carefully. “What do you want from me?’

The man with the gun stood up. “ Beloved Angkhdt,” he whispered, and even the other one, the musician,
took a step back from her uncertainly. And then he smiled and stuck histongue out of his mouth. “She
understands,” he said. And then he turned away. “1 think | love her,” he said to the fat man.

The fat man laughed. He was drunk.

“No,” the other said again. “I think | do. She' sbeautiful. She' slike an animal.” And he turned back to
face her, and showed her histongue, and said something | didn’t understand. But later | would cometo
recognize that famous verse of scripture which begins, “Oh my sweet love, let usbe free aswild bessts,
free as dogs, and let us kiss one another mouth to tail, likethewild dogs. . .”

He stuck histongue out of his mouth. The fat man laughed. “ Y ou’ re disgusting,” he said.

“No. Nothing like that. Y ou have to take what you can find. | think she’ sbeautiful. Look at her. Look at
her ams.”

“Yes, look at them. Just be careful. Femae or not.”
“Shesafemded| right. You'll see”

“I"'mwarning you. Don't beafool.”



Themusician shrugged. “I think she' s beautiful.” And then he paused and smiled, and said to her, “We
heard you were a dancer. That’swhy we captured you.”

She shook her hair back from her face and brought her joined hands up to show him. The ropewas
biting her crudly; | could seeit and could hear it when shetalked. “Free me.” They were too desf to hear
the mixed intentionsin her voice.

The musician licked hislips. He was standing in front of her, between her and thefire, looking at her
body, her naked legs, her sex. She wore the remnants of a shegpskin shirt, and her arms were bare. And
yes, shewas beautiful, yes, and he thought so too. He was adave to beauty. He reached to touch her,
cupping his pam around the bone of her hip. “We mean you no harm,” he said. “We'll let you go, don’t
worry about that. Y ou' re safe with us” He was smiling, and working histhumb into her skin asif to
soothe her, staring up into her face. Evenin hissmile | could see his nervousness; till, he met no
resistance when he did his hand, so dowly, down aong the bone of her hip, across her leg, down to the
hair between her legs. He plucked at it and curled it between hisfingers. And then he brought his hand up
to hisface, to sniff it and spit from his smiling mouth into hispalm, but | could see he was il nervous,
nervous when he put it back between her legs, nervous as he rubbed his spit into her sex. Hewas
standing closeto me, for | had crept so close. He faced away from me, the fire between us, and | could
seethefingersof hisother hand gripped tight behind his back, gripped tight around the handle of aknife
hung upside down between his shoulder blades, and he gripped it nervoudly as he was rubbing spit into
her sex. The other men were excited too, one stlanding with hislong gun, the fat one sitting forward,
smoking. Paradise was down, and the fire was low, neglected. And | so was excited. | knew that she
was going to kill him if hefreed her hands. | took an arrow from my belt.

She amiled. And thiswas hard for meto believe: the barbarian went down on hiskneesin front of her,
turning hisfaceto inhde, and then burrowing his face between her legs, kissng and licking her. Andina
little while she opened her knees, and he passed his hands under her, hidden from my sight, but | felt
something just by looking at her face. She had drawn her lips away from her teeth. And she had let her
wrids, tied together in front of her, ank dowly down, her fingers stretched, grasping a nothing, until she
put her hands onto his head, burying her fingersin hishair. | heard her breathe. And then she let her neck
sink too, until shewas looking down at him and | could see her eyes. She was crying, making no noise.
But quiet tears were running down her cheeks and down her chin, down her neck and into her hair.
Crying is not common among us. But she thought she was going to die, and perhaps alittle softnessis
best, at the end. She worked her fingersinto hishair. And then she pulled him to hisfeet, softly, gently,
because he was eager, t00; he sumbled to hisfeet and stood in front of her, still smiling, and he passed
the back of hishand across hislips. Then she touched him. She put her hands down to touch the front of
his pants, and then shelooked him in the face, her eyes shining with tears. She smiled. Thiswasthe
moment, and he hesitated. But she stared at him, the yellow hair around her cheeks, her wet eyes—she
was so beautiful. And | suppose he must have known it too, in his own way, because again he reached
behind his back and loosened the knife there. He hesitated, and then he drew it out, the short cruel blade,
and he brought it around between them and tested the cruel edge dong his palm. But she was il
standing with her legs apart, the dew of some moisture shining on her sex, and she had bent her shoulders
to hide the differencein their heights. For whatever the reason, for the sake of hisown pride, he pulled
the blade under her wrists and cut them apart. The ropesfell away; | had crept close, | could seethe
marks. And | could see her tense the musclesin her hands, testing the strength, opening and closing her
fingers. She did her hand into his pants. | waited for hisyell, even though it took alittle while—she was
caressing hisforearm below the hand which held the knife, running her fingernail along the vein. He had
given away al of hispower. And in alittlewhile heredlized it. He had closed his eyes, but then they
started open; he cried out and raised his knife, and she grabbed him under the wrist. The otherswere
dow to respond, because they understood the noises he was making in another way, at first. But shewas
queezing histesticlesto jelly. And | saw the one who had been standing still as stone, holding hislong



gun, come suddenly to life. | shot himin thethroat, in the chest, in the arm, and hefell over into thefire,

The fat man didn’t move, though | waswaiting for him. | had nocked another arrow and had pulled it
back. Yet hejust sat there, hisfat somach in his hands. Hewas afraid. | came closeinto the firdight, and
| could see him—he was afraid of desth, and it made it hard for him to think. He had no weapons, yet he
reached for none, nothing, not amovement, though his body was tense. Nothing, only he had opened his
eyeswide, opened his mouth, and he had dropped his cigarette. His hands were shaking, grasping stiffly
at nothing as | squatted down in front of him. | was not a frightening sight—hungry, barely grown, old
clothes, ripped leather, filthy fur. Nothing to be afraid of, except death like the black night around him,
and thefire burning low. | stuck my knifeinto hisface, hurting his cheek with the ragged sted. “Holy
beloved God,” he croaked, “don’t hurt me,” but it was asif he wasn't redly paying atention. And maybe
it was hard for him to think because his friend was screaming hoarsaly, without pause. Not thet it
mattered, for he was aready finished: she had bent his hand back over his shoulder, cracking the bone,
and hisknifewasusdess. Y et ill he kicked at her with hisfeet and hit her with hisfree hand, with his
head, but it didn’t matter, he was finished. The hand around histesticles had lifted him up dmogt off the
ground. And in alittle while he stopped struggling and started to cry, as she had done, yet different, too,
because the pain was different. He had words and no music, and no tears either, just arhythm of breath
and a contorted mouth, and she stood staring at him, trying to understand him, her quiet face so closeto
him, her tears dry. How could she understand? She made a quick movement, and hisknifefdll to the
stones. Shelet go of hiswrist and joined her hands together on his sex, hoisting him up still farther. And
when he hung limp from her hands, she dropped him to the dirt, and he curled up like ababy, his
shoulders shaking, hisface turned to the ground.

Then she danced for them as they had asked, for them and for me, too, on the mountainside, in the white,
fragile grass, by the dying fire. It was the darkest part of the night. It had gotten cold. The man had curled
himself around her feet, and she stepped free of him. Turning her back, she waked afew steps away,
and | could see her tiredness in the way she waked. She waked to where the bucket stood, and she
stooped to wash her face in it, to wash her arms. She stood up, her back still towards us, and with a
smple, awvkward movement shelet her shirt dip from her shoulders. | could see thefirdight on her body,
the muscles, the flesh. She pulled her hair back and held it in aknot behind her neck. Then shereleased it
and squatted down again over the bucket, washing herself, scooping up the water and pouring it over

her, rubbing her arms. She was using alanguage of movement that belongsto little girls. The water was
cold, I could tell. And | could seeit dripping down her back, catching the light, dripping from her legs,
scattering in circles when she shook her head. The black night was dl around us, and | could fed
something opening in my body like an empty hand. | sat cross-legged by thefire. | had taken the gun.
The fat man had not moved. At one point he had seemed eager to speak, until | pointed the gun’slong
barrel a him through my knees and put my finger to my lips. The other had huddled himself together and
sat nursing himsdlf, his head bowed, hislips wet. He was watching my sister with pale eyes, so that it was
by looking at him and listening to his breathing suddenly changethat | first saw anew differenceinthe
language of her body. She was dancing.

Death isthe dark mountain where the snow never breaks beneath your feet. To believe in something el s,
to believe in something after death, that is a savage temptation, and only savages succumb to it. Mysdlf, |
would never want to live in aworld that had not contained that moment: | watched her along time. |
watched her until she wasweak and near collgpse. For along time she kept her back to us, and when
sheturned around | could see she had been wounded in the sde—not much blood now, but | could see
the wound was deep. | noticed that among the other things, her breasts, her tangled hair, her beauty, the
light painting her body. And the way |language vanished from her arms when she saw me—her eyeswere
partly closed; she opened them and let her head fall forward. And | was overcome with tenderness. |
stood up and stepped toward her. Shewas closeto falling, and | stretched out my hand. She came
unsteadily, like adrunk, accepting my arm around her like adrunk. Thiswasthefirst timethat | touched



her. She was shivering with cold.

Their clothesweretoo smal for us, but we took their riding capes, and in one saddlebag | found larger
stuff: aloose red shirt—velvet embroidered with silver thread—and heavy pants. My sister put them on.
The rest we left, and | eft them their lives, too, because they seemed to value them. They squatted near the
fireasif numbed by anarcotic, making no movement even when we turned our backs.

It was |ate when we rode away, near the red dawn. The stars were already dim, covered in asilky haze.
My sster wastired, nodding to deep in the saddle aswe camein under the belltower, down through the
heavy gateway of our town. She had not spoken once. | dismounted and went to help her, but | had
hoped too much—she kicked my hand away and did down to the ground, standing with her neck bent,
her hair over her face, holding onto the horse' s mane to keep from faling. But in alittle while she
gathered her strength and set off across the open stones without looking back. Later, when | cameinto
the hall looking for food, tired after loosing the horses and rubbing them down, she was dready adeepin
her tangled bed, till in her clothes.

Insideit was ill dark, in the entranceway among the beds. Farther on, in the hearth, | could seeapde
fire and hear music. Around me people were adeep. | walked among them down the length of the hall. In
winter they had never dept so long. They would have been outside by then, trampling the snow, running
with the dogs, but in this strange red thaw it was asif the air was starving us. | walked down through the
adesof beds, hearing some flute music from somewhere, asong called “I don’t know.” Buit it did nothing
to eese my mind, for | could see the bodies of some children stretched out on the stonesin front of the
hearth, their faces mutilated in away | had aready seen. | hated that mark. The barbarians had cut a
double line acrosstheir brows and ahole through their cheeks, asif they weretrying to pollute the
emptiness of death with meaning. | hated it; | was unhappy and ashamed to admit it even to mysdlf, for
unhappiness, too, isabarbarian ritud. It isthe enemy of freedom, and to console mysdlf | thought: things
happen by chance. But chance had not killed these children and marked their faces. My lords, you must
think we were fools. Now, tonight, it seems so clear—the barbarians had sent soldiersto destroy us.

Y our bishop had sent soldiers. And even then | knew we were in danger. But we are not easily roused,
you can imagine. So | did nothing, thinking that what was clear to mewas clear to dl. Only | had brought
the barbarians' guns, long rifles and belts of ammunition. | threw them down on the stone steps below the
stage and turned to go to bed.

| awoke to gunshots. | opened my eyesin stuffy darkness, and for awhilel just lay there, listening to the
sounds, gunshots and people yelling. | lay there, and in alittlewhile| could see around me and see my
sgter inthe next bed. The night before, she had taken asilver bracelet from abag of barbarian jewery. It
had been daved into a pattern of fighting beasts, now she held her arm above her head, moving her wrist
from sdeto Sde, examining the effect, not dtogether happy. “They meantokill us” shesaid, inavoice
heavy with deep. Thiswas something she knew, something she had been told; doubtless the barbarian
soldiers had told her, for evenin afew notes | knew the mode, and | could hear no self, no speculation in
it. | understood she was repeating something she had heard the night before. She continued: “They have a
prince. . .apriest ... aparson, who tellsthem what to do.”

These words meant nothing to her, | could tel. And | logt interest. | was more interested in the gunshots,
the bracelet, her whitewridt. | sat up, rubbing my eyes and saying, “Why?’ to make her talk again. But
that was al she knew. She made an answer, but | could hear apart of her own musicinit. Shewas
expressing an opinion, and so | listened only to the sound. | loved the sound of her. Some of her
melodies| can no longer live without. They have become apart of my own music, part of mysdlf, my
own heart’ssong. My lords, why am | telling you this? It is not the place. And if, then, it was part of my
thoughts, it was only asmall part. For | waslistening to the gunshots. | thought, | will never see her again.
And so my image of her then isaspecia burden: reclining in the hdf-light in apile of dirty blankets, her



red clothes dready rumpled, studying the bracelet on her wrist, her skin the color of honey, her yellow
hair, her yellow eyes. Her dark eyebrows—there was no ddlicacy in her face, no art.

Death isthe dark mountain where the snow never breaks benegath your feet. Y et something in the way
she looked made it hard to bear the thought of dying. And | cursed my weakness, for afree man comes
to love death asadrunkard loves his battle. It is painful to have reasonsto live. And so | turned away
from her, and in alittlewhile | got to my feet and wandered outside into the sunlight.

| wandered towards the gate. Barbarians were there. Y ou could hear them trying to bresk in, the rhythm
of their hammers on the wooden beams, the lash of the whip, the beat of the cursed drum. | closed my
eyes and blocked my ears, but even then | could fed the davish rhythm in my heart and in my pulse, so
deep within us runsthat barbarian music. Our bodies are not made for the life we want to lead, for
freedom, for emptiness—I saw that, | felt it in my body. That drumbesat can’t be stopped. Knowing that,
it was asif something broke in me, something surrendered. | looked up a my brothers and ssters,
perched on the walls and on the roofs of buildings, clutching their wegpons and their instruments,
watching the soldiers break down the door.

Over me above the gate rose up the ruins of atower, squat, round, broken, hollow. There was away of
climbing to the top. | had discovered it when | was ill achild, away of scaling the sairless stonesup to
the remnants of abdfry high up above the town. Belfry, | say—once wooden scaffolding had supported
agresat bdl, slent in my memory, except for when the beams had broken and the bell had fallen with a
snging clash, asif waiting for the moment when aman wasriding out into the snow, out through the
double gate with al the world in front of him. Horse and rider died. Biters had taken daysto dave awvay
the wreck, for the bell cut deeply into the frozen ground. | remembered as | climbed the tower, the mass
of fallen masonry and meta, the broken horse and man.

Asl| reached the top, my body full of breath, blood in my head, | could hear music around me. At first it
had been part of the air, alow woodwind speaking music asakind of farewell, and | knew that when |
put my head up through the opening, | would be struck full in the face by what the musician saw, the
beauty of the sun, the sun glinting on the hills. | heard, without listening, the melodies for dl these
things—red light on stone, on snow, the blood-red light, light struggling with darkness. | pulled myself up
into the belfry and saw my brother lying in the shelter of the broken wall, safe from gunfire, playing his
pipe. He had worked his song around the hammering under our feet, using it as rhythm. He did it without
thinking, | suppose, out of ingtinct for the sounds around him. There was no reason why the swing of that
barbarian cadence should mean the same to him asto me. Why should he want to stop it? He wasright
to liethere with hismusic. There was nothing to be done. But | stepped over hisbody to thelip of the
wall, and far below | could seethe soldiers daving at the gate, hairy men in black uniforms. | kicked the
stones aong the parapet, testing them for falseness. They did not move, but | grabbed up aloose one,
the size of aman’s head, and threw it down and watched it fall. There was no effect. | kicked the hunks
of masonry, searching for aflaw, but | was not strong enough to break the stones apart, not by mysdif. |
worked at it until my face was hot, and till my brother lay there. | cried out for him to help me, and the
music changed alittle. I tried to find the words that would make him help me, but there were none; he
was gtill free. But his song was changing, therewas pridein it, and hatred, and a shadow of laughter. So |
bent down to snatch the instrument out of his mouth, and tried to break it on my knee. A pipe made out
of black wood strapped with barbarian silver—it would not break. So | battered it against the rocks until
it cracked, and the reed snapped off. Then | threw it back at him as he sat up astonished, his mouth
looking for words. He grabbed at me, and | stepped out of reach, up onto the parapet.

For aningtant | stood, balanced on the narrow battlement, infull view, with the mountains and the sunlight
and the open air around me. It was so beautiful and till. The swing of hammers down below had
stopped, the drumbests scattering into silence. And my brother jJumped up to stand beside me, violence



inhismind, perhaps, but he did nothing. We just sood there, together in the silence and the shining hills,
until there came up from the soldiers below us the sound of asingle gunshot. And as| jumped down to
safety, | saw him press his hand againgt hisribs, and saw the blood leak out between hisfingers, saw the
sudden terror in hisface, the thought solidifying there that he was going to die not just soon, but then,
right then. | could see the pump of hislungs, hear thelow music in histhroat, and then he stepped
backward into thered, quiet air. Leaning over, | wasin timeto see him dropping like astone into that
mass of daves.

A boy fdling out of the sSky—the image seemed to mean something to them, for down below the soldiers
left off their work to gather round his body. They were doing something to him, pulling a him, arranging
hislimbsin someway. | wastoo far away to tell. A priest in red robes kndlt to cut that mark into his
cheeks, but | wasn't paying much attention. | was watching my brothers and my ssters on thewallsand
rooftops, because the image of the falling boy had captured their minds too, had seized and shaken them,
so that they had put their instruments aside. | heard a shout, chaotic and unmusical, and they began to
open fire on the soldiers with the gunsthat | had brought down from the mountain, with bricks and rocks,
with adrizzle of arrows. We are a peaceful race, and it amazed me to see the soldiers bel ow scuttle back
likeinsects, out of range. One waswounded, and | heard him ydll, a high-pitched screaming, full of
unconscious music. He expected to be left behind. But another soldier came running back. Above, the
sky was cloudless with no wind, and on the tower top | tried to clear my mind. But | was distracted by
the noise outside the gate—the wounded soldier and hisfriend, one kicking and crying, one scurrying
around himin akind of dance. The man bent down to take his hurt companion on his back. They made
dow progress, and | watched them along time as they labored out of range.

One we captured adive. A boy had opened up the gate to go out scavenging for weapons, and just
outsde, in alitter of dedgehammersand iron bars, we found aman. At first | thought he had been
wounded in the ssomach, because he was curled up like ababy. He would not ook usin the face. And
he was praying with fanatic speed; he would not stop, even when my brother lost patience and tried to
pull him to hisfeet. “Holy beloved, ddiver me. | have done no harm, by the hair of your head, deliver me,
by the power of your thighs, by the strength of your love. Hold mein your arms, so that | may say,

‘ Sweeter than sugar isyour taste in my mouth, sweseter than sugar isthe taste of your minigers. .. ” He
went on and on. He wouldn't shut up. So we dragged him up into the town by his shirt, up to the dancing
hal, and left him outside, where helay in aheap.

My brothers and my ssters had no interest in him, for the barbarians did not come back that day. But |
wasinterested. He pulled himsdlf upright, and in alittle while | saw him stting upright, supported in the
angle of awall, crooning to himsdf, his eyes closed whenever | looked a him, open when | didn’t.

In the evening | brought him food, a mush of cornin abowl, and for awhile | stood without knowing
what to say as he rocked and prayed, one hand clamped on his genitals, the other on an amulet around
his neck. It was unusua just to watch someone so closely. Barbarians took no offense. This one sat
cross-legged, rocking. He was an old man, his skin pale and spotted, loose and shrunken at the same
time. His hair was gray, streaked with white, tied in ablack rag at the ngpe of his neck. It hung long
down his back. He had no beard, and | could see his skinny face. There was no mest on it, or on his
bone-white arms. His belly was soft and fat.

| didn’t know how to talk to him. Old man? Barbarian? Coward dwarf? But he didn’t look afraid
anymore; he seemed happy, in fact, smiling a intervals, asif at inner jokes. He showed histeeth; they
were dirty, but looked strong. “Old man,” | said.

He started, and hiseyesflickered open, asif | had just woken him. And when heturnedtome, | saw in
hisface and in his eyes an expression | had not looked for, something you seein the faces of smdll



children, amixture of delight and fear. He put his hand out towards me, and | could see the amulet
around his neck. It was molded from heavy plastic in the shape of aman’ s genitals.

“Oldman,” | said, holding out the bow! | had brought. “Hereisfood for pigs.”

He smiled up a me, looking into my face but not my eyes. “Isit. . . flesh?’ he asked, dmost reverently.
“I cannot et . . . flesh.”

“Itisnot,” | said. Helooked both disappointed and relieved, but he made no motion, and so | squatted
down and pushed the bowl into hisface.

“Thank you,” he said, words I’ d never heard, and the tone made me think he was refusing. But when |
tried to pull my hand away, he grabbed the bowl and held it in hislap without looking at it.

“Who areyou?’ | asked.

“| am God' ssoldier. And | am happy here. Happy to be here.” He looked around. “Very glad to have
seen it, a theend of my life”

The sun was down, the sky darkening. Someone had started to play music in the hall behind us. Children
cameto stand in the bright doorway. One raised his hands and twirled a child’ s pirouette. “Listen,” said
the soldier, asif | had no ears. “How beautiful!” | squatted down beside him. | could hear the sound of a
wooden flute, played in adifficult and obscure key caled “waterbird.” In that particular tempo you could
see abird risng from the surface of apoal, fanning the water into rippleswith itswings. Usudly the bird
issmdl and white, with along straight bill; the pool is crisp on abright day, but tonight the musician—a
very young girl, I knew her tone—had chosen the luminous dark of early evening, agreet bird of prey, its
wings outstretched, the feathers of its wingtips stretching wide like fingers, circling exhausted over an
endlesssea Inthedien water it will Sink without atrace. The music changed, the bird disappeared into
the dark, and you could see the stars coming out one by one, asong we called “first sars.”

The soldier spoke again. He said, “We only have tonight to listen. My prince is camped under the hill.
Cosro Starbridge. Tomorrow he will burn the town. He's sworn an oath to level every stone. The parson
has dready blessed the galows. He sgoing to kill you al. And me, too.” Hisvoice was dreamy, and |
was surprised by how much he seemed to understand. Not the bird, not the water, not the stars. That
was part of alanguage only we could hear, the images summoned out of forms and choices meaningless
to astranger. Y et he was responding to the music’' s other part, the melody, the song of the artist, as sad
as she could make it at so young an age. Shewas afraid of death. Death sang in every note. Like me, she
was afraid.

“Why?" | asked.

He smiled asif he were smarter than |. A dog was dinking past the porch, his head down. *“He knows,”
sad the soldier, pointing. “Ask him.”

This meant nothing to me. Then, | knew nothing of barbarian heresy, or adventism, or the prophecies that
foretold their god' srebirth in the first days of spring. | would have had no patiencefor it. This soldier was
an adventig, | know now. He was arebel againgt hisown kind. Herein thisdark city there are armies of
them, waiting for their king, their savior. Thejailsarefull of them. They swing from every public scaffold.
In those days they had a prophecy that god would be born out of my people. Without understanding
freedom, they worshipped it.

| knew nothing of dl this. I made no distinction between barbarian creeds. But | wasinterested in the
soldier. He was listening to the music, which was changing, and | wondered whether he could senseits



change. Hiseyeswere full of tears. “1 am so happy to be here,” he repeated. “Here at the end of all
things”

Hisfood 4till lay untasted in hislap. And in alittle while he spoke again: “ So happy just to listen. | have
heard so much about your music. In midwinter, when | was young, in the ninth phase, the bishop would
have whipped aman for whistling in the streets. Already then they were afraid. Already they had begun
to lose control. Now they are ahundred times more desperate. They want to kill you all.”

“Tdl me” | sad.

He smiled. He brought his hand up to hismouth. “Thisisthe last night,” he said, pointing towards
Paradise, just rising. “ It won't be visble again, not in my lifetime. But look, you can seethe mountain
where| used to live, that black spot. Look.” He sniffed. It has been warm here. Tonight it will snow.
And tomorrow morning, that will bethe end. I think the sun will never riseagain. Andlook.” He
motioned to the stone table not far away, the statue lying on its back. “ Theidols are broken. Tomorrow
we shall see. False priests and false governors. At the hour of seven-times-ten they shall be overthrown.”
Hewas afanatic. Hetold me of aplot to murder his commander. His eyes stretched wide. But in alittle
while he spoke more softly, and then he turned to me. “ Our generd pretends to take advantage of the
thaw. He pretends he is hunting atheists and cannibals, and clearing out these hillsfor good and dl. But it
ismorethan that. Heis afraid. Heis searching for the One. The risen One. Therisen Angkhdt.”

| looked around at the gathering dark. Music had started again, one of the many kinds of fire music,
boastful, proud, and you could seefire flashing from the empty doorway of the hal. The soldier sat with
his own thoughts, rocking and humming, and fingering hisamulet. So | settled back to listen, and |
watched the stars gather and combine as darknessfell, solitary at first, the brightest, one or two in dl the
sky. As| watched there were lways more, filling up that aching space with light, with stars and patterns,
numberless, nameless.

Some children came down through the bright doorway, running and laughing, and carrying torches. Y ou
could see their facesin the torchlight, dirty, thin, and full of joy. Onethrew her torch high up into the air,
meaning to catch it asit came down; she missed, and it exploded in ashower of sparks. And then they dl
ran down together across the open stones towards the tower gate, their bodies disappearing in the dark,
until below usal that remained were their high, wordless voices and the flickering lights, chasing and
spinning, part formless dance, part ruleless game.

The soldier, too, was covered up in darkness. His body had retreated from my sight, and in the long
dlence | would have let hisimage go aswdll, until | remembered nothing. | would have cleared my mind,
opened up my hand, and like atimid anima he might have stayed for awhile, trembling on my pam until |
prodded him away. In the end he would have gone, just asif he had been eager to escape. | would have
forgotten him and everything. For that night | wasin love. It filled melike abrimming flood, too deep, too
painful for joy. | fdt it around measif for thelast time. In the cooling dark, | could heer it inthemusic, in
the scattering voices, seeit in the children’ s restless torches, mocked from above by an eternity of sars.

But in time the soldier spoke again. | was surprised to hear the sadnessin hisvoice, for without thinking |
had thought that my new ecstasy wasfilling al theworld. “The starswill shinelikeday,” hesad. “Andin
the new light, the earth will blossom like aflower in springtime, and it will need no tending. Stones will
move, and fish will spesk. Birdswill speek. The earth will bring forth al good things, and al men will be
free. And Angkhdt will wipethedirt from our faces, and He will stand up like agiant in the farthest north,
and He will say, ‘Bring to me al tyrantsand false priests, dl kingsand Starbridges. .. ” Theold man’s
voice sounded so sad. “I shdl not liveto seeit,” he said, turning towards me, and | could see the outline
of hisface. “| have cometo preparetheway . . . | had hoped to see Him,” he continued, hisvoice
bresking. “No matter. In the new starlight He will come, born of thismusic.”



His breath stank. | reached out to grab the string around his neck, to twist it in my hand until the dack
wastaken up. | held him at arm’ slength and shook him once, gently. He went quiet, and | looked up at
the stars. “Please,” he said, hisvoicefull of fear. “Youdon't redly . . . eat flesh? Y ou are not
cannibas. . . asthey say?’

| released him and stood up. It wastoo cold to sit. He followed me into the doorway and grabbed me by
the arm. Insde the hal, my brothers and my sisters had daved in from somewhere the corpse of ahorse.
Some were stripping the skin away from the flesh, pouring off the blood into wooden buckets, some
were sawing through the bones, breaking the joints gpart; some were building up thefire. It waslikea
drug, the sméell of fresh-cut mest. For me and for the barbarian too: he looked past meinto the uncertain
light, and a first he didn’t understand what they were doing. When he did, the strength of hisbody failed.
Heleaned againgt the doorpost, panting heavily, his eyeswide with fear, and there were tearsin hiseyes,
and his shoulders and his neck fdll forward. Heraised his hand up to hisface, and with infinite effort
dropped his forehead to his pam, and then ducked it to his armpits, once to each side, and murmured a
little prayer.

| left him and walked down into the hall, looking for someone. The music was saying something to me. It
wasinaform cdled “no regret,” played with wavering purity on the long horn, alarge, difficult, meta
instrument, which someone had | eft behind when dl the rest of uswere left behind. The boy who had
picked it up to makeit his il did not possess the lungs for any but the easiest modes. Thisone, “no
regret,” he played tentatively, usng amelody plainer and sweeter than usua. He knelt wheezing on his
bed in the hot firdight, and others squatted near him, listening. And the music told me something too. |
thought, if | am going to die tomorrow, | don't have timeto cleanse mysdf of my desire. | may havetime
to satidfy it.

My brothers and my ssters were moving towards the center of the feast, to where the butchered horse
was thrown onto thefire. Their desires were of the smplest kind. But mine was different. | had no
interest in the food, though | was hungry. Instead, | turned aside and walked away under the shadows of
the wooden arches, to my own bed and the bed beside it. She waslying on her side, with onearm
stretched out. She was still adeep, or adeep again, for she had stripped off some of her red clothes and
lay part-naked under dirty blankets.

| sat cross-legged, and she lay beside me with her face pressed againgt the outside of my thigh, her elbow
inmy lap. She lay soft and responsive, so | touched her with more force, to press some hardness back
into the long muscles of her arm. And as her body came aive under my hand, her spirit coming back
from wherever it had been, | thought of al thetimes| had seen her, every image, every song. Sowe
woke to each other, my fingers suddenly sensitized by memory, her fingers opening under mine,
responsive a first, then tight and hard as she woke up. That was the moment. | will remember it. And
sncethen | have dreamed of loving, and al my dreams have been like that, trying to recapture the brittle
tension not even of her kisses, but of that one moment, that moment when | held her by thewrigt,
reawakening to her asif from deep while she pulled deepily avay. Shetried to pull away, and | clamped
my hand down on her wrigt.

She let me hold her. Without relaxing in the dightest degree, she raised hersdlf up on her other arm and
looked around.

Around us, the fire was burning brighter. On atable in the center of the hal, my brothers and ssters had
piled roasted joints of horsemest, high up to keep them from the dogs. A little girl had jumped up on the
table s back, straddling the carcasslike arider; with astick she beat away their snapping mouths, until
my little brother reached up for the horse' s head, bigger than his own. Holding it up between his hands,
he did a dance, grinning from behind its crudl, empty beak. And then hethrew it far away into a corner



whereit rolled aong the floor, the dogs skidding and diding after it, biting at each other. And to the other
sde he flung the neck, a bucketful of entrails, itsfeet and claws, and even agreat haunch of mest, so
drunk he was with generosity. My sister hit him with her stick. But | could see there was enough for dl,
because the pony was afat one, a barbarian beast, shot in the white grass, and not one of our starving

negs

| squeezed my sister’ s hand, and she squeezed mine. | turned to look at her, and she looked away and
lay back in the shadow of thewall. But even so | could see her naked shoulders and her arms, and her
golden hair around her face. | could see her frowning, biting her lips. The shadow cut across her face. |
kept staring at her, trying to memorize her beauty. And she would glance at me and glance away, holding
my hand so tightly she was hurting me. | reached out and took hold of her jaw, and pulled her towards
me, and when | kissed her | could fed her tense, hard lips, and fed her teeth clenched tight beneath them.
Shelet mekiss her on the mouth.

| was with her the whole night. When it was dmaost morning, we walked outsde into a snowstorm, to
watch the snow faling out of aclear ky, the sarslike chips of ice, and Paradise smal behind the
mountains, circled by aring of ice. The thaw was over; it wasthefirst night of spring, and the snow was
coming back. Somelittle girls were throwing snowbadls. | heard some music from the rooftops, fragile
and swest, asong caled “children playing,” and when they heard it, the girls stopped and looked at each
other asif confused, their ams at their sides. And one held up her wrist and stared at it, and turned it,
and turned each finger in amovement so ddlicate, so expressive of the music, that it was asif another
ingrument had joined in, playing in akind of harmony.

Part Two:
Among Strangers

M orni ng was making itsfirst suggestions as the voice of the antinomial flickered and went out. Not a
moment too soon, thought Doctor Thanakar, stretching his crippled leg out on the carpet, relaxing for the
first timein many hours. The man’ s story had seemed to require physical discomfort to understand, for
whenever the doctor had relaxed his body he had lost the sense, so he had spent the night cross-legged,
his back and shoulders stiffly hunched, his hands held out in front of him. It was asif sorting the narrative
out from dl the vagaries of music had involved tedious manua labor that could only be performed in that
position.

For a timeswhile spesking, the antinomid would play on different instruments—gentle, interminable

mel odies without repetition or variety. Sometimes he would chant the words, or clap his hands between
them, or space them soirregularly that it was hard to make the jumps. Sometimes he would sing, or talk
in adreary, inaudible monotone, and the doctor would have to strain to understand. In the dark
warehousg, it seemed to him the voiceilluminated the story as badly as aflickering candle would abook.
Intermittently, though, the man had played aflute, and that had been enough to compensate. For then it
had been restful to listen, when music was the end and not the means.

Morning came in through narrow windows high up along thewalls, and the doctor looked around. He
and the prince had come there in the dark for entertainment, and at first, while the antinomia was singing,
agirl had heated wine for them. She had burned a dirty fire, and he had seen her face and shadowsin the
empty space around them. Even when the prince was drunk, she had fed it for awhile longer with
handfuls of dung. But then she had gotten up and gone, the fire had burned out, and Thanakar had sat for
hours, listening to storiesin the black dark. Now, with the windows turning pink, and pink light playing on
thewalls, he was surprised to see the warehouse was full of people. Antinomiaswere wandering



between the rows of mattresses, or sitting among piles of broken bottles, or lying wrapped in rags. He
was surprised that they had made no noise, required no light. And he was anxious to see them there at
all, though none paid any attention. None had yet approached the remote corner where he and the prince
sat on ashred of carpet.

The girl, though, had returned sometime in the night, and was standing motionless quite closeto him. She
was dressed in acoarse shirt of unalleviated white, rolled up to the elbows and open in the front, so that
he could see the hairless skin between her breasts. Her legs and feet were bare. It was a pose too frankly
immodest to be stimulating. He had friends who came down nightly to this section of the docks, looking
for antinomials, addicted to their powerful bodies and cheap fees. The doctor found it unimaginable, even
if he had been ableto imagine, in principle, paying for awoman’s body with abucketful of entrailsor a
yard of cloth. To him the antinomia women wereintimidating and unfeminine. Thisonewas over six feet
tall. And while he might admire her lithe bulk, her long legs, her unmarked face, her short, Smple hair, she
looked too dien to be beautiful. In the quiet air, she was humming a quiet, tuneless song. Perhaps, he
thought, if he had been able, he could have heard in it the expression which her features|lacked. What
was it? Sadness without experience, perhaps.

The storyteller was adeep. And the prince dept too, cross-legged, his head bobbing up and down, his
swest, lunatic face uneasy even in dumber. Though that was no surprise, thought Doctor Thanakar. It
was asign of madnessthat he could deep at dl in that position. For the warehouse was worse than
unfurnished—mattresses and couches strewn with animal products. He had not wanted to stay, but the
prince had barely seemed to notice, and had sunk to the floor with a contempt for his own dignity that
had touched the doctor’ s heart. The girl had brought them wine, and Abu had taken the cup out of her
hands with childlike unconcern—a dozen cups, and now he dept. The doctor envied him. Prince Abu’'s
drunkenness was the aspect of his condition that the doctor had most wished to share, yet each timethe
girl had offered him the cup he had refused. She had offered it with passable politeness, but each time his
own fastidiousness had shamed him into thinking she was mocking him, that their host was mocking him
by squatting happily upon his hamsthe whole gigantic night, leaving the lesther couch unoccupied asif in
deferenceto his guests. Eighty months, eight thousand days had passed since the antinomias had fled that
savage life up in the snow, the one they now described with such nostalgia. They had left in the last phase
of winter, and it was now midspring. A whole new generation had grown up. But still the antinomias had
not learned the value of other people’ s comfort. “My lords,” the man had sung, in such agentletone. Y et
so much of his story had seemed calculated to offend them. It was true, his people had been brutaly
misused. But it was partly their own fault. A cousin of the doctor’ s had given aparty, and had hired a
troupe of antinomia musicians. But when the food was served, they had come down from the platform to
mix with the guests. They had put their hands into the food, and everything had to be thrown away.

The prince wastaking in his deep, gutturd languages known only to himsdlf. Thanakar looked at him
with mingled irritation and concern. And when he turned away again, he found the girl was staring a him.
In asense, even that was peculiar and exciting, even though her expression was one of fierce indifference,
for women rarely looked him in the face. Occasondly aservant would meet hiseyes, afemde of his
household or onetoiling on the road, and he would always turn his head, humiliated and embarrassed.
But there was nothing envious or curious about thisgirl’ sstare. It rested lightly on hisface. Ashishost
had said, the antinomias had no personalities, not in the way he knew. Shewas singing asmall tuneand
then she stopped, and for the first time there was some content in her face, asmile, areaction. She
smiled. A cat had jumped onto the carpet from behind a pillar, a huge and golden cat. It was followed by
asecond, and then athird, of the same unusua sze, the same splendid color. Golden sunlight was coming
in through the windows, these cats were like sunlight made animate. They furnished space in the same

way.
Smiling, the girl sat down and stretched out her legs. A cat walked round her once, twice, stepping over



her legs with exaggerated care.

The cats paced and turned, rousing the deepers. Prince Abu woke up shivering, for asaways, hisdeep
had been athin and insubstantia cover. Asaways, helooked around him with akind of fear, and
Thanakar could tdll he had forgotten where he was. His dreams took him on such hard journeys, he
woke up miles from where he went to deep. The doctor would hear about it presently. In the meantime,
he leaned forward to touch his cousin’ sknee, to catch his eye, and it cheered him to see some
reassurance come into that tired face.

Abu and the doctor were the same age. They had been born within two months of each other, at the end
of winter. Now they had reached the burning middle of man’ slife. Apart from that, and friendship, they
shared little. Winter babies are aike, people said, gloomy and fat. It was absurd. True, he was morose,
the prince was overweight, but there resemblance ended. Abu was prematurely old. Not withered or
bent—his skin was young and smooth. But his eyes were old, his cheeks ydlow and puffy with drink,
and hewaslosing hishair. Yet inaway, aso, hisface had retained some of the best of childishness: his
frank, pure expression, his childish ddight in little things, the sudden sweetnessin his eyes when they had
focused on the cats moving back and forth, back and forth across the carpet. It was alook that made it
easy to forget his defects, the smal futility of hishands asthey fluttered near histhroat, pulling at the
buttons of his uniform. He had worn an overcoat and had worn gloves over his golden tattoos. The
doctor had inssted on that much of adisguise at least. But in the fever of drinking he had stripped them
off, and now he sat smiling and nodding, his usdess body gorgeousin white silk and gold embroidery, his
pams marked with the symbol of the sun, hisfingers decorated with lists of privileges. Intheworst dum
of the city, he feared nothing. Among people who had every reason to hate him, he was astrusting asa
child.

Prince Abu laughed and clapped his hands. Their host, the antinomia musician, had risen to hisfeet, had
stood up straight to his enormous height. Thanakar looked at him in good light for the first time. He had
heavy lipsand ahard jaw, acrud face, but the unusua thing wasthe way it mixed black with white: black
hair with a peculiar stresk of white along the part; alivid scar running down from outside of one eye dong
hisdark cheek; black eyes, with amilky circle at their center like a cataract.

Unlikethegirl’s, hisface wasfull of motion—nervous now, unsure, and perhaps alittle angry. The doctor
thought that such astruggling mixture did not suit hisfeatures. It was asif he were spoiling with thought a
face intended to express fedings only—simple pleasure, smple pain. The man reached down for his
guitar. It looked too fragile for his massive hands.

“Itisenough,” he said. “More than enough. | didn’t want to fall adeep.”

“Please don’t gpologize,” said Doctor Thanakar politdy. “It was only afew minutes. We were quite
comfortable”

The antinomid looked puzzled. Heran hisfinger dong asted string, making alittle noise. “Y ou don't
understand,” he said. “No apology was intended. | mean that you have stayed here long enough. Too

long.”

He would have claimed, thought Thanakar, that there was music in hiswords. But asusud, it was
irritating and presumptuous. Thanakar tried to rise, but the prince had grabbed him by the deeve. “No
offense, Cousin,” he cried in hishigh, gentle voice. He was ill drunk. He ssammered something, closed
his eyes and partly opened them in away that was habitud with him, showing only the whites, hislashes
trembling asif with the effort of speech. “No. . . No offensetaken. Heisright. Itislate.”

Thanakar shook himsdlf loose and rose painfully to hisfeet. But dready he felt alittle foolish. Hisanger



had come quickly and was just as quickly overwhelmed. At hisfull height, the top of hishead wason a
level with the antinomid’ sarmpit. “My cousinis Prince Abu Starbridge,” he said sulkily. “Y ou cannot
understand the honor we do you just to come here.”

“No doubt,” replied the antinomial. “But this | do understand. | played my flute, and gave you drink, and
told you the story closest to my heart, and it was not for my own happiness, my lords.”

The cats walked back and forth. “1’m not sure what you mean,” ssammered the prince.

Therewas aslence. And then the girl spoke from where she sat, smiling and looking at the cats. “Heis
askingto bepaid,” shesad. “It'saform of begging. Surdly it'satune you know.”

Thanakar frowned. They had paid already, a price aready agreed on, and they had been generous. They
had brought down baskets of food, real vegetables and vauable fruits, and loaves of bread, and
chocolate, enough for severa men for severd days. They had carried them with their own hands. He
turned angrily away, for the price had been agreed, but from the floor Prince Abu blinked and
sammered. “Oh,” he said, “of course. How stupid. | forgot. | brought him agift. Hetold mewhat to
bring. It dipped my mind, I'm sorry. Let me see.. . .” He fumbled with his overcoat and drew from an
inside pocket abulky package wrapped in linen. “It’ s not quite what you wanted.” He undid the strings
to reveal awooden case. Insdelay apair of silver duding pistolsin anest of velvet.

“I know you were expecting something more practical,” continued the prince apologeticaly. “But | don't
have much accessto firearms.”

The antinomid made alittle noise on hisguitar. “ Single shot?’ he asked.
“Yes I'msorry.”

“Ammunition?”

“N-no.”

“Arethey ... vauable?’

“I suppose so. Fairly.”

Theantinomid put down his guitar and knelt beside the prince. Reaching for the box, heran hisfinger
down thelong, intricate barrel, the carved stock. “I1t doesn’t matter,” he said grudgingly. “Perhaps| can
exchange them. But next time | want something | can use.”

“Abu, areyou crazy?’ exclaimed Doctor Thanakar. “Y ou promised this man guns?’

“Yes, and what of it? What'sit to you? | don’t see why not. He could have bought a cannon for all the
winel’vedrunk. You areal extremely rude. I’ ve got such aheadache.”

Impatient, Thanakar turned back to the antinomia. “What do you mean by this?’ he demanded. “What
do you mean to do?’ But the question was ausaless one. The man raised his head and gave him along
dare, and then gaveit sudden cruelty by squinting dightly, athough the light hadn’t changed. The girl
behind them was till humming, playing with the cats.

“For God' s sake, don't bite him,” warned the prince. “That’s al we need. He needs them to defend
himsdlf. Y ou are dwaystelling me how badly they are persecuted.” And to the antinomid he said, “My
cousin was & the battle that you spoke of. When he was very young.”



The man squinted as before. “ It was no battle,” he said after apause. “1 was not there,” he continued
grimly. “| ran away over the snow.”

Embarrassed, the doctor turned his head. Some antinomias had gathered near to listen, and aboy was
standing in the shadow of ameta pillar, one of along row that ran down the center of the warehouse. He
was wrapped in aleather cloak, and he held akitten to his chest. As he stood, the other cats cameto
him, to rub againg hislegs. “Y ou were at Rang-river?’ he asked Thanakar in arich, low voice.

“No,” explained the doctor hastily. “1 wasjust achild. | camelater, with my father. My father wanted me
tosee...the...” Hefdt acutely nervous, aware of people gathering around him, huge men and women,
with cruel empty faces. The boy was not like them. When he spoke, it was asif he were donewith the
doctor in theimmense hall, and there was nothing to fear. He spoke softly, and the hand that caressed the
kitten seemed to soothethe air.

“That’ sinteresting,” he said. “Isthat where you received your wound?’ He nodded towards the doctor’s
crippledleg.

Thanakar scanned hisfacefor traces of laughter; therewere none. “No,” hereplied. “| fell when | was
smdll. | was dropped.”

“But dill, you were there”

“Yes.” He had been there, limping shamefaced at hisfather’ s Sde, standing in the snow. At night they had
camped back with the baggage, but in the afternoon, after thefighting, hisfather had taken him down to
see the executions. The soldierswerein abrutal frame of mind, for many had been killed in thefighting.
Though starved and defenseless, the antinomids were inhumanly strong, and though unorganized, they
had fought with bitter, happy courage, shouting and singing. But by afternoon it was over. Only afew
hours, redly. The red sun had glowered from the horizon al day, but till the time had seemed intolerably
long, and he had stood with hisfather asthe soldiers built a galows twenty feet high, and he had stood
and watched as they had muitilated children his own age and younger, and cut the mark of absolution into
their faces, and strung them up. Behind him on the dais, the priests had sat in scarlet robes, old, blind,
obese, whispering to each other in their castrate voices. It had been very, very cold, the end of winter,
the beginning of spring, and the sun had barely risen. It had snowed al day. They had hung aboy of his
own age, and he had started to cry. Hisfather had cuffed him on the ear and knocked him down, to
remind him of hisduties.

“Yes,” herepeated, “| wasthere. | am ashamed to say it.”

The boy eyed him curioudly. “Don’'t be ashamed,” he said. “1 want to be there. Have been. That’ s not
right. What do you say?’

“1 would have liked to have been there”

“I would like. . .” Helaughed again. “I was born herein thisroom. | have no memories of freedom.” He
sighed and raised the kitten to hisear. “Enough,” he said. “My brother wants you to go, though heistoo

politeto say.”

Prince Abu pulled Thanakar by the trouser cuff, and reflexively the doctor reached down to hoist him to
hisfeet. The prince got up. “Can you come with us?’ he asked.

The boy laughed. “Dressed like this? The bishop’ s purge would shoot mein the street. No, | am going to
bed. We are nocturna, mostly, nowadays. But you will see me again. Y ou will come to watch me
dance.”



“When?" asked Abu.
“I'm not sure. Paradiseisrising. When?”
“Infifteen days”

“Infifteen days, then. On thefirgt night of thefedtiva, a midnight. | am dancing here, on the docks.
Pier.. .1 don't know. Follow the crowds. It'sasight not to be missed.”

“Wewill certainly come,” promised the prince, but the boy was dready walking away, the cats following.
Abu cdled after him. “I'll bring you gifts. What giftswill | bring?’

The boy stopped and turned. “ Just yoursalves,” he said. “1 am not like my brother. | have an audience of
my own people. | am not adaveto hate. Not yet. Just come yourselves.”

“No. | want to bring something.”

The boy laughed and walked on, down aong the row of pillars, anong the mattresses, leaving them
standing on the carpet, leaving his brother squatting, and fingering the silver pistols, and squinting after
him, white circlesin the middle of hisblack eyes. The girl had disappeared.

Huddled in their overcoats under the spring sun, the doctor and the prince picked through miserable
dreets. The antinomias had made their homesin arow of abandoned warehouses by theriver, |eft over
from the days before the war, when the city had been abusy port. The one where they had spent the
night was built out over the mud on awooden dock; walking back among the rows of sllent antinomials,
half adozen times they paused on the lips of ragged holesin the flooring, the dirty water afew feet away.
At the entrance they passed over abarricade of metal beams, barbed wire, concrete blocks, piles of
broken plaster, broken glass. There the prince wanted to rest and talk, but Thanakar signaled silence.
The streets here were crowded, and he was afraid someone might recognize the accents of their caste.
So, in slence, they stepped past heaps of garbage and up through filthy aleyways. It was ausdless
precaution, he redized. Their faceswere well known. “L ook, there goesthe prince,” cried out avoice, a
redhaired prostitute from an upper window. She waved, and Abu waved back. It didn’t matter. Few
looked at them, or if they did, their faces were not hostile. Some smiled, not at him, but at the prince, and
the prince smiled a everyone. And Thanakar realized that he had nothing to fear, that hisfriend protected
them with an aura of foolishness big enough for both. Coming to this section of the city in search of
drunkenness or vice, people had been robbed and even killed. It was the home of runaways, cannibals,
flagelants, Dirty Folk, Brothers of Unrest, arsonists, perverts, addicts, adventists, atheists, and heretics of
every kind. People had been murdered in bright day. But this morning, women smiled at them out of
starving, gap-toothed faces, and men squatting on doorsteps took no notice. Boys were playing marbles
in the gutter. One came running, and soon they were surrounded by a pack of dancing, tattered children.
Abu stopped and produced from the voluminous pockets of his overcoat five stone coinsand asingle
sourball, which he proffered with gpologetic solemnity. Unsatisfied, the children stood in acircle,
screaming, but they seemed harmless, and in alittle while they ran away. Thanakar noticed that one was
imitating hislimp, and another waslaughing.

“You havealot of friends,” heremarked.

Abu shrugged. “I’ ve come here many times. | told you these coats were stupid.” He flapped hisarms. “I
should have worn amask.”

“Never mind. We're amogt to the car.”

“How far? Can werest now? Please don’t punishme. | can't walk asfast asyou. | redize that you're



angry a mefor telling them you were there at the last battle—you know—the antinomia crusade.
Rang-river. | thought it wasinteresting.”

“That'sdl right. They could havekilled me, that’sdl.”

“I don’t think 0. | don’t know how to explainit. | feel safethere. | know they’ re dangerous, but | can’t
fed it”

“It doesn’t matter. Let'sgo.”

They were standing in the gutter of anarrow street, next to a barricade of sawhorses. “No wait,”
protested the prince. “I’ ve got such aheadache. It’syour fault. Y ou said you were going to help me with
thewine. | had to drink it all mysdf.”

“Bdieveme, | would haveliked to,” said Thanakar. “ Anything to get me through that awful music. But |
couldn’t stand the idea of her touching the cup. It sesems stupid now.”

“Why? It wasslver. | brought it from homethefirst time | went.”
“No. | don't care about that so much.”

“What then?'Y ou told me yoursdlf that the pollution laws are nonsense, an ideamade up by prieststo
keep people apart.”

“Yes,” said Thanakar. “1 know. But there is a difference between being medically sureand . . . absolutely
sure. Besides, her hands were probably filthy.”

“Wdl anyway, did you enjoy yourself?” asked Abu. “1 think it ismy favorite place. | could listen to him
talk forever. It'ssuch abeautiful way of talking.”

“I found it irritating.”

Prince Abu laughed. “Y ou should have had something to drink. | can picture you trying to understand
each word. What did you think about the boy? Wasn't he incredible?’

“What boy?’

“The boy thismorning. With the cats. I’ d love to see him dance.”
“| didn’t like what he waswearing,” said Thanakar.

“What was he wearing?’

“You didn't notice? It was skin. Legther.”

“I noticed what was on the bed. Y ou could smell it.” Abu shivered. “It’ sdisgusting, the way they treat
animals. Hewas dressed in leather?’

((YS”
“What kind?’
“I'm scarcely ajudge.”

“It' sdisgusting, the way they treet animas,” repeated Abu after apause. Then he brightened. “But he
was incredibly handsome. Not so big as the others. He was probably a half-caste. The pure-bloods



don’t breed much anymore. It's sad.”

They had started walking again, and had come out of the dumsinto neighborhoods that were smply
poor, rows of wooden houses, put up for common laborers by the episcopal authorities. In an dleyway,
they found the doctor’ s motorcar. The driver woke when Thanakar rapped on the glass, and staggered
out half-dressed to unlock the cramped luxury of the back seat. Insde, the prince unbuttoned his
overcoat. And as the car whedled clumsily out into the road, he picked the conversation up in the same
place.

“Hewasincredible”
“I didn’t notice”
“How can you not have noticed? He was incredible.”

“So | understand. Describe him.” Thiswas agame they played at lucklesdy during their professiond
consultations.

“Yes, doctor. Hewasvery, very . . . handsome.”

“That'sajudgment, not adescription.”

“It’s both. Handsome people dways ook aike, just as good people always do the same things.”
“How philosophica.”

“Well, sowhat if itis?” complained the prince. “ Y ou're like my brother-in-law. Just because I’ m fit for
nothing doesn’'t mean I'm afool. Necessarily. | try my best. It’snot easy, being aprince. Y ou should be
glad that fellow dropped you.”

Bored, the doctor stared out of the window. They had passed into ajam of vehiclesleading up to the city
gates: old men pulling handcarts of what looked like garbage, a huge wagon pulled by six young menin
harness. Occasiondly an episcopd truck, honking impatiently, in from the factories and food collectives
far beyond the city. A few Starbridge motorcars, like his own. People lined the Streets, dressed in yellow
clothes, the urine-colored uniforms of poverty and work. When they saw the doctor’ s motorcar, they
stood still and made the obligatory gestures of respect. The doctor yawned unhappily.

“He had beautiful hair,” said Abu.

“Wheét color?’

“Brown. But very thick.”

“Whét color eyes?’

“Blue”

The doctor picked hisbeard. “Y ou find that beautiful ? 1t sillegal. He should bein prison.”
“Thelaw can’'t touch him where heis”

“Don’t betoo sure.”

“But | amsure,” exclamed Abu. “ Things are changing. Two thousand days ago, the purge cleaned out
that area every month. They can’t do it anymore.”



“It’ sthe manpower they lack, not the will. Who will stop them, when the army comesback? You'd
better pray the war lasts forever.”

“I pray for our defeet.”

They had reached the gate. Outside, traffic hated at the checkpoint, and aguard came round among the
vehicles, examining papers and consgnments. He peered at them through the window with feigned
sugpicion, while they held up their tattooed palms. Beyond them, through the massive doors, waited the
ancient city of Charn, capital of the diocese, holy city, with its seven thousand pagodas and its countless
shrineslining the open gutters: shrinesto Angkhdt the Preserver, Angkhdt the God of Children, Angkhdt
the Charioteer, warlike Angkhdt with seven heads. Now, in the early morning, each shrine was
surrounded by worshipers, bending low into the opening to smear the image with blue kaya gum, chewing
it into areverent and narcotic paste, dribbling it out into their palms, bending down to smear theidal, in
mogt casesinvisible under years of blobby worship. The squatting attendant beat a drum and struck a
match, and the idol would burn for ashort time while the devotee stood back, handsto his chest, reciting
one of the forty-seven sacred lists of obligations.

The gatekeeper sduted. Behind him waited princely Charn, with its deep, wooden, crooked, narrow
streets, and at every crossroads brass statues of Starbridges on horseback—judges, generals,
priests—in this season speckled with the dung of countless small green birds. Desolate Charn, with no
grass or vegetation anywhere, not aliving tree or flower. Summer would see them comein desperate
profusion, after the sugar rain. Then the growth would rot the wooden houses with their high gdlleriesand
steep snow roofs, and send them crashing to the ground.

At the gate, the crowd around the front of the motorcar loosened and dispersed. In the gap, Thanakar
could see hisdestination, risng over roofs and towers, till miles away, the grim Mountain of
Redemption, acity in itsdlf: circle upon circle of ramparts and black rock. It had no top. The traditions of
the Prophet Angkhdt had required God' s temple to be built supported on a prison of one million souls.
The text was vague, the trandation unsure; as always, the controversy had been bloody. But the
nineteenth bishop had resolved its litera meaning. He had discovered ancient plans and diagrams,
blueprints, and memoranda dictated by Angkhdt himsdlf, but ten lifetimes|ater the work was il
unfinished, though there was no lack of inmates. The Temple of the Holy Song had had to be constructed
on agted scaffolding arching from the mountaintop, while far beneeth it, sonemasons daved tofill the
gap. Thetemplewasinvisible, uninhabitable, svayed in every breath of wind. Four thousand feet below,
the Starbridge pal aces ringed the prison’ s base—temporary housing dready crumbling with age. When
the building was completed, the Starbridges would live on top.

In the motorcar, the doctor thought: without hope, fear can never be maintained. Without the temple,
people would never tolerate the prison. They would rise up. For this reason, the base of each strand of
the temple sweb is guarded from sabotage by atroop of soldiers.

The most powerful priest in Charn was not the bishop, but the bishop’ s secretary, Chrism Demiurge, and
he was waiting for the doctor when he got home. Thanakar’ s housekeeper met himin the hal towarn
him. “He sin your parents bedroom, Sir. Please God be careful what you say.” Thanakar smiled. She
loved him. She had been hisnurse. It touched his heart to seethe terror in her fat, kind face—she was
afraid for his sake, she didn’t know why. He knew. For more than a hundred days he had experimented
on his parents deeping corpses, trying to rouse them, to break the mystery of the deeping drug before
they started to decay. Not because he missed them, or wanted them back, but in the interests of pure
science, perhaps. Prince and Princess Thanakar Starbridge—perhaps if they had loved him more, he
might have shown them more respect. He hoped hisinjections had left no trace.

“Did you give him something to eat?’



“They don’'t need moreto eet, that lot,” said Mrs. Cassimer. “They’ d et you out of house and home.
Please God be careful, sir.”

“I'll be careful.”

At the doorway to the bedroom, he paused. The room was dark, the curtainsthick. He had been an
adolescent when the priests had put his parentsto deep; it had been dmost five thousand days. Y et ill
they werein the first stage of their journey back to Paradise—they were getting younger. The drug had
smoothed their faces and their skin, blackened their hair, so that they lay like anew bride and
bridegroom in their wedding bed. Their bodies smelled of incense. In time, the smell would sweeten.
Already, aweek before, he had noticed an unhedthy flush of yellow on hisfather’ sfingertips; it wasthe
first Sgn, and the second would be the incense sweetening as their spirits drew back along their drying
limbs. The process, once started, would be swift, the soul’ sflight to Paradise, but their bodieswould be
carrion, and asif to emphasize that part, the bishop's secretary stood hunched over the bedstead,
plucking at them with hislong fingerslike a scavenger bird. The doctor’ sfather groaned and pulled away.

The secretary was an old man with along neck and awithered, sharp face. Thanakar’ s shadow in the
doorway caused him to look up and turn hisluminous blind eyes.

“Good morning, Monsignor.”
“Ah, Thanakar,” said the old man. “Comein.”

He spoke asif the house was his. And in asenseit was. All things belonged to God, and hewas God' s
chief minigter. The doctor moved histongue around the insde of his mouth. The presumption made him
angry. He came down into the room and limped across to yank open the curtains.

“Can | offer you acup of water, Monsignor?’

The old man blinked in the sudden light and turned dowly towards the windows. *“No, thank you. No
water, thank you. I’'m not thirgty. | just stopped in for aminute.” He paused, perfectly comfortable with
slence. Hiseyes drifted around the room.

“Wel, can| offer you anything?”

Again, the old man waited before replying. “1 don’t think so, thank you. | would have taken anything |
wanted. No, thereisone thing. Y ou can offer me advice, my son.”

“Whatever | haveisyours,” responded Thanakar between histeeth.

“I' know that, my son. | know that.” The old man sighed. Pulling his scarlet robes around him and
stretching out his hand for guidance, he walked around the bed. Accurately, deliberately, dowly, he
picked the princess swrist up from beneath her gauze sheet, and with the fingers of his other hand he
opened widethe eydids of hisright eye, until it seemed to bulge out of its socket. Then turning towards
the light and bending low, heraised her wrist up to hiseye, until it was an inch away.

“What are these marks?’ he asked.
“What marks?’
“These marks”

At thewindow, the doctor screwed hisface into a priestlike grimace. Crouching, he twisted his body into
amimic of the old man’s. “Injections, Monsignor,” he replied, and without meaning to, he dlowed a



parody of castrate gentlenessto cregp into his voice, so that the old man turned towards him curioudly.
“Injections, my son? What for?’
“Vitamins. Therearen’t enough in their regular diet. Not to keep them . . . healthy.”

The secretary stared at him, and under the fixed scrutiny of his blind eyes, Thanakar relaxed and stood
upright.

“That isnot your concern,” said the old man after apause. “What vitamins?’

“ B_”

“Vitamin B.” The secretary turned back to the princess swrist and rubbed it between his fingers before
putting it carefully back down. “Y ou are not,” he continued, “areligious man.” The words were phrased
midway between a question and a statement.

Thanakar said nothing. “My son,” said the old man gently. “My son. Thisisnot a. . . socid cal. Not
completely. | have heard rumors about you that disturb me, for | knew your father well.”

Thanakar said nothing. His mother turned over on her sde. She was naked under the gauze sheet. It
pulled away to show her naked back.

“Lately you have gone up more than once into my prisons. Why?’
“I am doing astudy, Monsignor.”

“What kind?’

“I am studying the long-term effects of untreated illnesses.”

“Y et you have been observed carrying medicines and painkillers up into thewards,” pursued the
secretary gently. “ Surely that would . . . invalidate your results?’

The doctor combed hislong black hair back from his forehead with the fingers of one hand. “I have no
gpology to make,” he said findlly.

“I ask for none. Y ou will not go there again.” The secretary’ s voice was pitched, once again, midway
between a question and a command.

“I go where |l want. Itismy birthright. Y ou can’t take that away.” Thanakar opened his pam to show the
golden key tattooed under hiswrist, the mark that opened al doors.

The old man sighed. “Y ou think you have been badly treated. And truthfully, | undergtandiit. |
understand. Thereisareasonfor it. You areacripple. Itis. . . unfortunate. Very unfortunate.”

Thisremark was also akey that opened doors. “Unfortunate!” cried the doctor. “ Unfortunate! Y ou did it
ddiberately. Y ou know you did. Y ou dropped me. It was the only way that you could get your hands on
my father's property.”

“Y ou are wrong. The wedlth of the earth belongsto God, and to the ministers of Histemple. Welend
them generoudy to some families. Y our father has no sons cgpable of inheriting hisname. Itis
unfortunate. Smply that.”

“Bagtard! Eunuch!” shouted Thanakar, stung to rage. “My father dways hated you,” and the figure on the



bed stirred and groaned, half-awakened by his son’svoice.

There was along pause before the secretary spoke. “Y ou are talking foolishly, my son. Very foolishly.
But believe me, | understand. Sometimes when | go up to the mountain, the human suffering thereistoo
much to bear. But remember, they are God' s prisoners, not ours. Heis punishing them for crimesthey
committed before they were even born, not on this planet, but in Paradise. Asyou know. You and |, we
areonly Hisindruments”

“That makesyou fed better, doesit?”’
The secretary eyed him thoughtfully. “Y ou are not ardigious man,” he said again.
“Therearemany kindsof religion.”

“Y ou arewrong. Thereisonekind. But there are many kinds of criminas. Tell me, when you go down
among the atheists with Abu Starbridge, do you drink with him?”

Thanakar stiffened. “Prince Starbridgeismy patient,” he said iffly.

“Yes, itisunfortunate. Y oursis not ahealthy influence, my son. And I'm sorry for hisfamily’ s sake. His
malady is an obscure one. Sdf-destructive, ishe not? 1 think | know. Abu Starbridge haslost hisfaith.
No wonder heis so unhappy. Theworld' stoo grim to live in without faith.”

“No, damnyou. You'realiar. It' sfaith that’s made theworld theway it is.”

Chrism Demiurge was silent for amoment. When he spoke again, his voice was gentler, higher, more
compdlling. “I’m sorry to hear you say that,” hesaid. “Very . . . sorry. It pains me to hear you because,
don’t you see, we must stand together, you and I. Asaclass. The Starbridges must stand together. Our
gystem hasits flaws. None knows that better than . But it has stood the test of seasons. Do you think a
weeker system would have kept this city fed? All winter and now spring—more than alifetime with no
food worth the name. Y ou have no conception of the work involved. Y ou are too young to remember,
but don't you see—the rigors of the climate here require strong government. How long do you think we
could survive without it? Maybe in your lifetime, maybe you will live to see some loosening of the rope.
When the westher changes. But | am an old man.”

Once, abarber from the middle class, an adventist or arebel angel, had thrown abomb at Marson
Starbridge in his carriage. That had been when Thanakar’ sfather was till awake, and he had taken
Thanakar to watch the execution. The barber had been crucified, bolted to a stedl cross through the holes
drilled in hiswrigts, ankles, and chest. He was alarge man, with coarse hair and ared beard, and on the
cross he had spat, and jeered at his executioners, and sung songs of insurrection. The man wasahero; in
comparison, Thanakar was nothing. Hewas not likdly to be crucified. But till, theimage wasin hismind
al day, after the bishop’ s secretary had left. He had tried to read, and study in hisworkroom, but his
mind wouldn’t follow hisdirections, and he had ended up pacing nervoudy through his apartments,
staring out the windows. L ater, he went to see the prince.

The Starbridges of Charn lived in a seething warren of towers and courtyards, al parts of the same
enormous building, clutched to the first ramparts of the Mountain of Redemption. To get to apoint
directly opposite, you took an eectric car more than amile through the solid rock, but for shorter
distances there were evators, and airless stairways, and mirrored passages bright with chanddliers. The
gpartments of the rich lay behind gaudy doorways; a one of the most impressive, asilver door set with
the gilt image of the sun, Thanakar stopped and entered without knocking. The prince was still adeep.
His housemaid curtsed. Shewas aforeign girl, with awide, flat face. It didn’t matter, said Thanakar; he
would write anote. Don't wake him. And so he sat down at a desk in the hall and took out the notepad



that he dways carried, but there was no message in hismind. Instead, he drew caricaturesin furious,
thick lines—the balding prince, grinning queasily. And then, catching aglimpse of himsdf inamirror
opposite, Thanakar sketched himsdlf, taking no pity on his high forehead and long nose. The housemaid
was back, curtseying, with a cup of unrequested tea.

“The commissar would liketo seeyou, Sr.”

Hetook the teaand let it grow cold at the corner of the desk while from memory, he sketched the
commissar, Micum Starbridge, Abu’ s brother-in-law. His pencil ripped through the paper. The
commissar had abig chest, short neck, bristle hair, and aface, at least in caricature, like an old pig.

It was not afair portrait. Micum Starbridge was a sad, kind man, who had fought hiswholelifein the
eterna war. Now too old for active service, he worked in the Department of Secular Police. Though
born in the twelfth phase of winter, he was ill vigorous, hisface soldierly, brisk, and piglike, except for
hiseyes. They werelarge, liquid, and immensdly sad, qudities missing from Thanakar’ s sketch. They
saved hisface from ugliness.

When Thanakar entered the commissar’ s study, the old man was staring out over the city from the
window. Far below, it stretched out to aline of hills, stretched to the horizon in radiating circles of
prosperity. New civic ordinances required men to paint the tiles of their rooftopsin the colors of their
caste. New laws like that exhausted and depressed the commissar, but however much he might have
been opposed in principle, he had to admit that the effect was beautiful in practice, at least to the
inhabitants of high towers. Below him, the clergy and nobility lived in aspeckled bull’ seye of red and
gold, and from there, rough concentric circles of magenta, purple, violet, cobat blue, stretched out to the
dums and suburbs, where drab gray and urine yelow mixed well with dust and distance. Sprinkled
throughout were mixtures of irregularities—white hospitass, black barracks, red commercid buildings,
and the brass belltowers of countlesstemples. As he watched, one chimed and othersjoined in, asigna
to certain types of workersthat their day was over—time to return home.

He turned when the doctor camein, and held out his hands. To Thanakar he seemed, asaways,
unnecessaily cordid. It irritated him the way the commissar caressed his hands, asif heweretrying to
impressthe fact that though others might rgject him for hisleg’' s sake, Micum Starbridge never would.

“Comein, my boy; comein,” said the commissar. “Why do | never see you? Y ou know you're dways
welcome. | knew your father well. My God, but you look just like him when hewas ayoung soldier! Put
you inuniform. .. You know you're dwayswelcome here,” he repeeted, and looked at him out of his
melancholy eyes. “Why do | never seeyou?’

“Perhaps because you never look.” Thanakar had made up hismind to try to be offensive, and it irritated
him to see that the commissar didn’t seem to mind. There was no pause, no flicker in hisface. It was asif
he thought that Thanakar had ample reason to be abrasive, poor boy.

“Ali, well, to tdll the truth, we' re not doing so much entertaining these days,” admitted the commissar
vaguely. “My brother-in-law, you know. It makesthings very difficult, and my wifeisaso sick.”

Thanakar remembered Abu’ s sister from before her marriage, a pretty girl, and at the time it had angered
him that she had married someone so much older. He hadn’t seen her since; nor had anyone else.

“I’'m sorry to hear it,” hesaid.
“Yes. That' swhy | wanted to see you. Tell me, how isthe prince?’

“Better.”



The commissar seemed to expect alarger response. When none came, he said, “ That' s excellent. | had
noticed it too. And hisdrinking?’

Thanakar shrugged.

“Wadl,” exclamed the commissar with sad heartiness, “1 didn't mind adrink myself when | was young.
When | could get it. Tell me,” he said. “Where does he get it?’

“No oneyou know.”

“I'll bet. Il bet. Yes, well, | supposeit’s better not to know. It’ sfor the best.” He paused and looked
around the room. “But no. Listen. | want to talk to you about my wife.”

“Have you seen adoctor?’
“No.” The commissar Sghed. “No. It'snot that easy. Y ou’ re not married, are you, Thanakar?’
The doctor felt the blood in his cheeks. “Y ou know I’'m not.”

“No. Of course, how could you be? Well, in some waysyou' re lucky. It svery complicated. All these
regulations. | don’t give adamn about them mysdlf,” said the commissar, and unconscioudy he touched
the tattoo of legd immunity on the thumb of hisright hand. “But inaway, it' saquestion of duty. And
some of them arefor the best. | can see the sensein some of them. But when something like this
happens, it'snot . . . convenient. | should be able to send her to adoctor. But there aren’t any women
doctors anymore, except for midwives, and that’s not the problem. | wish it were. So | thought you
wouldn’t mind having alook at her yourself. | mean, | could describe the symptoms, but it’s not the
same”

“It' sagaing the law. A married woman.”

“Yes, | know. I'll understand if you refuse. But | thought, well, you' re practically amember of thefamily.
And you' ve been so good for Abu. So discreet.”

Thanakar said nothing.

“I’'m sorry to put you in this position, my boy, but I’ ve been worried.”

“It' sserious?’

“No. Wdll, | don't know. It's. . . peculiar.”

Thanakar looked down at his boots. Then he nodded.

“You'll doit?

“Yes. For afee”

The commissar looked surprised. “Wdll, yes, of course. | suppose so. Anything you say.”

“Not like that. | want your help.” And Thanakar described his conversation with the bishop’s secretary.
“I need your protection,” he said.

The commissar waited before replying. “ Sit down,” he said, and then he moved over to his desk and
stood by the window looking out. When he spoke, it was to change the subject. “ The war’ s not going
well,” hesad. “Did you know that?’



“l had heard rumors.”

“Yes. It'shard to hide so many degths. Do you know why we refighting?’ he asked, standing with his
hands behind his back, his back to Thanakar. “I mean, not the history, of course. The cause?’

“I supposeit’ sardigious controversy. The kings of Caladon are heretics.”

The commissar Sghed. “They aredl rdigious controversies. In my lifetime we have fought adozen
heresies and crushed them al. We had limited objectives, dways. At Rang-river, we couldn’t spare the
troops to get bogged down. We needed them for other wars—thiswar with Caladon was aready old
when | wasachild. To tell the truth, we cannot win. Y et it, too, started asawar of conscience, more
than ayear ago, aheresy peculiar to that winter. Argon Starbridge—not the present king, you
understand. His great-great uncle shared the same name. They are al named Argon, the kings of
Cdadon, but this one was not as foolish asthe rest. He was amystic. He taught that men, ordinary men,
you know, can . . . what? Effect their own savation? Themsdlves. It sadangerous bdief. I'm not saying
it's not dangerous. Dangerous and wrong. But | don’t mean that. | mean, how did it Start?’

“I don't know. It seemsanatura thing to believe.”

“Yes. Perfectly naturd. It' s strange. When | was young, everyone knew this story. It doesn’t matter. I'll
tell you.” The commissar paused, then continued. “King Argon Starbridge, the first King Argon, had no
son until hewas an old man. Latein life, past the time when women, generaly speaking, have

children.. . . amid much public rgoicing, | imagine. But the difficulty was the boy was marked—physicaly
perfect, you understand, but with one blue eye. The queen refused food and locked herself into her
room. It must have been something from her family, and the shame, well, you can imagine. But some
people thought that in this case, the old king’ s only son, some exception might be made. At least the king
thought s0. Especidly since the bishop there in Caladon was his own brother. Barred from succession;
leaveit at that, they said. But the bishop, maybe because he was the king' s brother and wanted to show
himsdf impartiad, | don’t know—uwhatever the reason, it was aterrible mistake. When the baby was
presented, he announced the child was cursed, agreat criminal, enemy of God, marked for damnation,
everything. | don’t know, perhaps he was. But the bishop condemned him on the spot to life
imprisonment, and the king was broken-hearted. When the boy was taken away, he collgpsed on the
floor because, of course, nobody survivesthat kind of treatment, especially not achild, and in fact the
boy died . . . soon. The king neglected his duties and brooded by himself. And when the news came that
the boy was dead, heinssted on giving him aroyd funerd, againg dl custom. Hewasn't going to see
him burnt like acriminal. He carried the body in his own hands. The bishop was outraged, but when he
moved to act, the king had him arrested, him and dl his priests. There was hitter fighting, but in the end
the king crucified his brother and hanged the rest. That was the start of it—in my great-grandfather’s
time. Clarion Starbridge mohilized our army and marched north. We ve been a war since then. In my
childhood, the front line was more than two hundred miles north of the city, way on the other sde of the
Cdadon frontier. Now, of course, it'svery close”

There was along pause. The commissar had moved around the room as he spoke, gesturing with short,
brisk movements of hisfists. As he concluded, he stood up straight and again clasped his hands behind
his back.

Thanakar sat, confused. If there was a connection between this story and hisown, he couldn’t seeiit. But
he believed there must be, for the stories seemed to resonate together without touching at any point.
“Why areyou telling methis?’ he asked.

The commissar frowned. “Well | would have thought it was obvious. Thewar’ s not going well. The
bishop isafraid of people who don’'t seem quite resigned to their fate. Y oung men with grievances. . . of



that kind.”

Agan Thanakar felt aflush of confusion in hischeeks. “ The circumstances are not the same,” he said.
“Aren’t they? Y ou believe they’re not. It was an accident, you know. What happened to you.”

“He dropped me. Everyone knowsit. He threw me down deliberately. Down the steps.”

“It was an accident,” repeated the commissar. “ Otherwise they wouldn't have doneit like that—not if
they were punishing your father, or stealing from him. Not at your fina presentation, after you had areedy
gotten your names and your tattoos. They would have doneit at your birth, like young Prince Argon.

Not, of course, that they weren't right. One blue eye. Bad business. Y ou were just unlucky.”

Thanakar said nothing.

“Anyway,” continued the commissar, “Y ou can rely on me. Nothing to fear. | won't let them touch you.
You'relikeasonto me”

“Thank you.”

“Not to say that you shouldn’t giveit up. Vigting the prisons. The painkillers, | mean. The medication.
Y ou can’'t do much good that way. The real problem’s something else.”

Thanakar stood up. “Thank you.”

The commissar looked at him anxioudy. “ Sometimes | expressthings badly,” he admitted. “Y ou forgive
me?’

“Thereisnothing to forgive.”

“Then why don’t you stay to dinner? My wifewill join us. Thefour of us. Quitea. . . jolly party.”

These conversations transpired on July 92nd of the eighth phase of spring 00016, in the holy city-state of
Charn, in the northwest corner of the possessions of the emperor, in the hundredth month of his
interminable reign. That year it was an old-fashioned city of twisting aleyways and wooden houses, a
trading center for the region. Formerly most shipping had run by sea, but in those bitter days the gulf was
choked with warfare, and so the priests shipped their goods by rail, overland, down through the infant
desertsto the great manufacturing centers of the South—in summer, oil of roses, prayer birds,
sandalwood, rubber, black ivory, and orchids; in autumn, lumber; in winter, quarried glass, and in
gpringtime nothing at al, for there was nothing. The war was very bad.

That year, Paradise was visble for one hundred and eighty-four days at the beginning of spring, at the
time of the solstice thaw and the last antinomid crusade. The next time Paradise was visible, more than
elght thousand days later, it rose on the night of August 7th, in the eghth phase of spring. That night there
wasagreat fesiva in Charn, and al the temples of the city werefull of candlelight and incense and the
urgent, huddled faithful, filling the vaults with old-fashioned chanting—the forty-eight names of self-denid,
the seventeen obligations of parenthood, the nine kinds of love. In celebration, the bishop’s council had
arranged atrucein the eternal war and exchanged prisoners with Argon Starbridge. There were
numerous misunderstandings and delays, but in the end the first trucks arrived after sunset of thefirst day,
and unloaded in the packing yards outside the city gates. There was a big crowd to welcome them, and a
complicated officid reception, but in spite of that it was the dreariest, most disma spectacle that anyone
had ever seen: more than twenty thousand broken-down old men, veterans of forgotten campaigns, men
whose whole lives had been spent as prisoners of war. And even though the worst had been culled out at
the border, and the rest washed and fed and issued new uniforms, nothing could disguise the fact that few



knew even where they were, and few could recognize the families and friends who had been rounded up
to greet them.

One of the oldest, however, was still cogent, and had been asked to address the crowd. He was a small,
wrinkled, obsolete old soldier, wearing hiswhite hair in the style of a previous generation—Ilong down his
back and fastened with an iron ring. But his eyes were still bright, and he reached the top of the dais
without assstance, and in fact he began beautifully, describing the conditions of his captivity—the snow,
the stink, the grinding work—in words too westhered and ol d-fashioned to offend. He was making an
excdlent impression, and the curates in the bleachers behind him were whispering and smiling, the captain
of the purge nodding benignly, the canon expanding with relief, until the soldier paused and swallowed,
and started again.

“Sweet friends,” he said, in hisold, quavering voice, but the effect was like a needle or a shock, because
the canon and the clergy sat bolt upright at the sound and looked towards the speaker with expressions
of horror and disbelief. The greeting “ sweet friends” was drictly adventist. The old soldier was a heretic.
“Indl thissuffering,” he said, “it was easy to submit. Thousands did, died in their deep, or with their
shovelsin their hands, or in attempts to escape that never could have succeeded. The men you see here
around you are just one sad fragment of the proud regiments that marched out so long ago, flagsflying,
chanting the names of victory. Some died in battle, some were captured, and some came hometo diein
bed. The oneswho survived, it is because they made a purpose out of living. For oncel lay down with a
defeated heart, | prayed for death in my little cell, sweet friends; | prayed for death to take me as | dept.
| curled up on thefloor of my cdll, and in the middle of the night | dreamt that | woke up to someone
shaking me, and avoice caling me by my name. ‘“Wake up,” it said, ‘Wake up, Liston Bombadier,’ the
purest voice, it wasalight in that dark room, it waslike alight glowing al around me. | staggered up
awake—‘Lord, Lord,’ | cried. ‘“Where are you? Why can't | seeyou? ‘But | am with you after al,
Liston Bombadier. | anwith you every day.” ‘Lord,” | said, with tearsin my eyes, ‘Why can't | see
you? Andthevoicesad, ‘Listen to me. What you hear and fed around you now isjust adream. It has
no substance but to reassure you. And to promise you that you will not feel death until you see mefaceto
face, sanding in my flesh. Inmy flesh. Andonthat day . .. ” Up to then, the canon had seemed to hope
the man would keep histaking within the bounds of orthodoxy, or perhaps he was too stupefied to
speak, but at that point there was a hissing stream of bad language from the captain at his Side, more
furious for being whispered, asif it were escaping from under pressure. “ Sweet bals of Beloved
Angkhdt,” swore the captain. “Whoseideawasthis?’ and all the curates|ooked at one another.

“What' sto be done?” whispered the canon, and in fact there was nothing; the effect of arresting the man,
or dragging him away from the podium, was unthinkable. The crowd around was staring a him with open
mouths

“*And onthat day, " continued the soldier, “ ‘1 will wash dl the pain of living from your body, and al the
memory of suffering from your mind. On that day, the earth will bring forth her fruit without tending, fish
will fly, and animaswill tak. And it will never be winter anymore, never anymore. The powers of earth
will be overthrown, and no man will be hungry, and dl menwill befree... ”

“That’ s enough,” whispered the captain, and afew curates scuttled away to pull the power on the
microphone. But whether they were confused by urgency, or whether there were some jokers among
them, after afew moments fumbling dl the lights went out in the arena, and the soldier’ s voice boomed
out, unimpeded in the sudden dark, seeming louder than ever: “ *On that day | will gather up into my
hands dl the oppressed. But dl the rich men and the priests, the Starbridges and torturers, they will wish
they never had been born—" " And then the power was cut, and there was silence.

Thanakar and Abu Starbridge were wandering through the crowd. They had stood among the people,



listening awestruck to the soldier’ s speech. The lights went out, and then the soldier’ svoice, extinguished
asaplug was pulled. But around them, the crowd of people seethed and whispered in the dark, asif the
broken current had been transferred to them. V ague shadows moved and blundered, and from the
direction of the dais came the sound of muffled banging and soft yells. The people shouted angrily and
stamped their feet, but it was dark and there was no direction for their anger. In the dark, the doctor put
his hand out and took his cousin by thearm.

And then, as perfectly asif it had been rehearsed, aman cried out, and then another, and then the whole
mass of people were crying and groaning with wonder as the white rim of Paradise showed among the
hills of the eastern horizon, hours before it was predicted. Asit rose, white and mystical, seeming to take
up haf the sky, the noise around the cousins loudened and then died avay. And in the new, stark light,
they could see men and women fdling to their knees, their lipstrembling in prayer, and some, more
miserable than the rest, perhaps, shook their fists and whispered curses, tears standing in their eyes.
From somewhere near, atemple bell tolled deeply, and then another and another, al over the city,
searching for unison, until findly they al swung together in adolorous harmony. All stopped at once, and
there was quiet for the obligatory count of twelve, and then from every mouth in the vast crowd, and
from the festiva grounds close by, and from dl the people in the streets and dums around them, spilled
out in unison the first words of the great psalm of despair: “Bresk me, oh God, bresk my hard body into
dugt, for | have forgotten every lesson from Y our lips. Poison every cup, every dream, every attempt. No
rest, no peace, no happiness, no. Never, never, never,” and on these words the temple bells swung
again—"Never, never, never. But.”

Thanakar and Abu looked around them at the different faces. Defegted old women sat back on their
hedls and whispered it, defiant young men spat it out asif they hated every word. But they did reciteit, dl
of them, whether with anger and disgust, whether with tears and broken hearts, whether they mouthed
the words only or spoke them from their souls. It was proof of the enduring power of the myth, of its
effect on every life, the power of the risen Paradise, the planet that could melt the snow and pull thetides
three hundred feet in asingle night. People knelt with outstretched hands, praying to its bright surface, as
if inits shadows and its mountains they could see the palaces and the bright castles of the blessed,
perhaps even the windows where they once had lived, the faces of the loving friendsthat they had left
behind when they were born.

“Never. Never. Never. But. But oh my God, accept my life as payment towards the debt | owe, and
help meto bear what isto come.” The psalm ended. Under the bleak light, Abu and Thanakar |ooked
towards the desarted dai's, the empty arena, the black uniforms of the bishop’ s purge, hundreds of them,
materiaized from nowhere: giff black uniformsand the slver dog’ s head indgnia; in those daystheir mere
presence was enough to disperse the thickest crowd. They weren't even armed, but aready people were
getting to their feet, dazed, their wits scattered, clearing away down side streets and through the mass of
trucks. In those days it was enough for the spiritua police just to stand there, relaxed and even amiling,
and in alittle while the packing yards were empty, the war veterans hastily paraded away somewhere,
down to thefestival grounds.

The cousins barely noticed their departure. They stood alonein an empty, widening circle, inthe middle
of the draining crowd, looking upward, entranced, for they were Starbridges, and the purge meant
nothing to them, and at that moment the festival had begun, in afrenzy of fireworksand light. First the
guns on the Mountain of Redemption fired an evil, sulphurous salute, and laid down apall of smoke over
the whole city. It extinguished the sky, the face of Paradise, and people put their hands over their ears.
Then there was quiet, and as the smoke thinned away, people could see emerging out of it the lights of
the Temple of the Holy Song, far away above the mountaintop, glistening among the ddlicate threads of
sted! like drops of water in aspider’ sweb.



The silence was broken from the other side, beyond the eastern gate, by asingle muffled report, and the
first rockets burst over the fairgroundsin atangled spray of slver and lime green. With interruptions, the
fireworks would continue the entire night. The separate provinces of the empire were holding a
competition, and aman could see the different character of different areasin their choice of colorsand
forms. Squat, stone-headed Southerners preferred only noise, huge rhythmic spatterings of explosions.
Pdlid, angular Gharians had developed projectiles made up of whistles and singing bells. Complicated
urbanitesfrom the immense, remote fire-cities of the Far West made lingering patternsin the sky,
shimmering dragons and exploding birdswith long red tails and exploding eyes. Shilant weaversfrom the
lakes of Banaree, where in springtime it was dways milky morning, preferred cam and sparsity and
empty spaces. Their rocketsrose dowly: asmdl light would ascend, drawing astraight stalk behind it,
and then petas of color would open noiselessly againgt the sky—gentle, silent blossoms of amber,
lavender, and a hundred shades of blue, sent up separately into the expectant sky. There were spaces of
darknessin between each bloom.

Abu and Thanakar were in the crowd once more. They had passed beyond the city into agreat
promenade of stals and booths and garish lights, sweetshops, wheels of chance, bumper cars, barkers,
soothsayers, and drunks, dressed in al the colors of the spectrum, because for the three nights of the
festiva, obligations of class were forgotten and people mixed fredy. Still, there were few Starbridgesin
the fairgrounds, so the two cousins found themselves moving in acircle of eager familiarity. They loitered,
and ateice cream, and watched the fireworks burst above their heads. An old palmist with an old beard
and yellow teeth grabbed Abu by the hand, to croon over hislines. Abu laughed. “Go on,” he cried over
the pressing din. “ Tell methe girl I’ ve got to marry. Tal and thin? Short and horrible?” He was partly
drunk, and held a plastic bottle of winein his other hand.

The old man peered, and frowned, and shook his head. “ Abu Starbridge,” he said dowly, asif he could
read it inthelines. “Marry? No. You will not marry. | don't think so. No.” He rubbed the prince' s palm.
“No, see. Look here. Death by fire. Not far away.” He brought his own hand up and peered at it. “I
have the same mark.” He traced along his own lifeline with awithered finger. “Here. Death by fire”

The crowd had quieted down. People stood around them in a circle. Some squatted on the ground.
“See?’ the old man continued. “ All in the same place. My grandson hasiit too. One man out of sSix. I've
counted.” He gestured vaguely around the circle of faces and looked up, his eyes puzzled and worried.
“What doesit mean? Degth by fire. So many of us, dl a the sametime.”

“It can’t come soon enough for me,” said Abu, and he put his bottle to hislips. But before drinking he
paused, because the old man was il staring at him with the same puzzled expression, and dl around the
small circle, people shuffled and looked down.

“That wastactless,” muttered the doctor.
“I don’'t understand. Why are they looking a melikethat?” whispered Abu.

“Y ou think everyoneislike you. Y ou have nothing to fear from death. A Starbridge prince. You'll go
straight to Paradise. But these people fear it. However miserable their lives are now, their next oneswill
be worse, whichever horrible planet they’ re condemned to.”

“Nobody dill believesthat.”
“Everyone believesit. And even if they only hdf bdieveit, isn't it enough to make them miserable?’

“Drink up,” said athin man at the edge of the circle. “ Starbridge. What do you care?’ He motioned
towards Paradise with his head. “What do you care about us? Two weeks ago my brother died. The
priests marked him down for the sixth planet. He was twice the man you are.”



Abu blinked. “I’'m sorry,” he said. “My cousin could have saved him. Heisagreat doctor.”

The man snorted angrily, and Thanakar said, “ Stop it, Abu. Pay attention. Look at his clothes. Listen to
him—he' s not permitted medicine. None of these people are.”

“Yes ligentome,” interrupted the thin man. “I took my brother to the hospital. They threw him out; not
even apainkiller, they said. Nothing that might dilute the punishment of God, they said. Punishment for his
ans. Ligen to me—he d never done anything. God help him, he' d even believed in your religion. It was
punishment for being poor, that’ sal. Punishment for having had to work dl hislife. Bastards! Drunken
pig' Do you know what it’ slike, the sixth planet? 1t hasno air.”

Above them, afirework fish broke noisily againg the sky, its scarlet tentacles drifting and unwinding in
theidlewind. Thanakar took his cousin by the elbow. “Let’sgo,” he said, but Abu wouldn't move.

“Why do you hate me?’ he asked the thin man. “I’ ve done you no harm.”

“No, not you,” answered the man savagely. “Never you. Just robbed me ever since you were born. Just
grown fat while | starved.” The crowd was moving angrily, and Thanakar pulled the prince avay. A
ragged woman reached to restrain them. If she had grabbed his arm, the doctor would have pushed her
back. But the tentative fumbling of her fingers, asif she feared polluting him, made her hold astrong one.
She hesitated to touch his sacred flesh, and her hesitation made the doctor stop, ashamed. She would not
look at them. Sheran her tongue around her teeth, stained blue with kaya gum, and then shewhispered in
avoice asfumbling as her hands: “ Sir. Doctor. Forgiveme. . .” and her words scattered away.

“What isit?’ he answered. The woman was knedling in front of him, in a posture of abasement that he
hadn’'t seeninalongtime.

“You areadoctor?’
“Yes” hesad, making himsdf amile.
“Please. My little girl isvery sck. I'm afraid she’ sgoing to die. She hasthefever.”

In the silence that followed, it seemed to Thanakar asif the circle of faces around them had tightened
suddenly, closing off escape. People stared a him with differing expressons, some hostile, some smiling
obscurdly. Trapped! Damn!, he thought.

“It'sillegd,” hesaid guiltily, and around the circle he could see in peopl€ sfaces the hardening of their
thoughts. So many expressions, but not asingle sympathetic one. It made him angry that they had dready
judged himin their minds. They thought he had no heart, like dl hiskind.

“Please, Sr,” mumbled the woman. “ For thefestival .”

“Where do you live?’ he asked, because he wanted to see some change, someloosening inthe circle
around him. But once the question was out, he realized that he had trapped himsalf, because Abu
touched him on the shoulder and whispered, “ Good for you,” and because the woman raised her head
and looked at him with such an expression of gratitude, it was asif he had aready saved the child'slife.

“Not far,” shesad.

Thiswasinexact. After the decision was made to go, they sood around waiting, for unclear and shifting
reasons. People jabbered to each other in languages the doctor didn’'t know. There seemed to be two
opinions about where the child was. A message was sent, areply expected. It never came, but in the
meantime people argued about how to go and what to bring. They would need electric torches. None



were available. Someone s brother had one. And then suddenly they al tarted in a crowd, turning away
from the fairgroundsinto afilthy labyrinth of streets.

Thanakar had waited with a sense of anticlimax. But as he and Abu marched aong, the street illuminated
by fireworks and thefitful torch, picking through guttersfilled with garbage and stinking excrement,
Thanakar was overwhelmed by nervousness. The woman who had originaly accosted them had
vanished, and instead the whole crowd was accompanying them, twenty people at least. More joined
them at every twist of the narrow street, and often they had to stop while awhole jabbering conversation
flowed around them. But findly, after more than half an hour, they stopped outside ahouse as
wretched-looking as any Thanakar had ever seen, awooden shack with boarded windows, guarded by
abony dog. It rushed to meet them, snarling and showing its teeth, but someone threw astone and it
whimpered away.

The prince and the doctor stood appalled. But they had come too far to turn back, so they stepped in
through the littered yard and up the steps, to where one man was swinging the eectric torch. By itslight
he showed them a crude placard next to the doorway: CONFESSIONAL. SIN EATING. “Dirty place” he
confided. “Very bad. Not agood place.” He grinned and stepped aside to let them enter.

The house was divided into two rooms. In front, through a glass doorway, they could seethe sin edter,
sitting with aclient, but they had no timeto look, for the crowd propelled them past, to where awoman
kndlt next to abroken armchair. It was the woman who had stopped them at the fair. She had changed
her clothes; unnecessarily, thought Thanakar, for her new dresswas just asdirty, just astorn asthe old.
Helooked around. Light came from akerosene candle. It reflected dully off awall decorated with
pictures of animals clipped from magazines. On abed nearby, under the woman's hand, in anest of dark
sheets, lay adeeping child.

No one followed him into the room. Thanakar had an impression of the doorframe behind him rimmed
with faces, from thelintdl to the sll. It was very quiet, and Thanakar could hear the sounds of the
confession from the other room. The prince stood near, frowning and grinning. He took adrink from his
plastic bottle.

The child was agirl, perhaps two thousand days old. The doctor approached her warily. Under her hair
he could seethe circle of her scalp; it looked so smdl and fragile, ydlow intheyelow light. Thelight
glinted in the hair dong her am. He said, “Isthisshe?” At the noise of hisvoice, the child turned her
head, and he could see her puckered face.

“She' slovely,” said the prince behind him.

“Yes,” murmured the woman softly. It was asif the presence of her child had given her strength. In her
own home, her fumbling servility had disappeared. Shedidn’t rise, or look at them, or ask them to Sit
down. There was no placeto sit.

The doctor cleared histhroat. “Y ou understand,” he said, 1 have no medicine with me. No equipment.”
“I havefathinyou, Sr,” said thewoman smply.

The doctor cursed under his breath and exchanged glanceswith Abu. He rubbed his hands together asif
washing them. “What' sthat smell?’ he asked.

“Smdl, 9r?’

Onthefloor by the girl’ shead lay abowl full of vomit and wet feces. “Thisroomisvery dirty,” he said.



“Dirty, Sr?’
“That’' swhat | said. Do you have any clean bedsheets?’
The woman looked up and shook her head. There was ahint of panic in her eyes.

“Never mind,” said the doctor hurriedly. He sat down on the bedside and ran hisfingers over the child's
fine, dmost transparent brown hair, not quite touching her. Even so, he could fed the fever in her head.
Sweat glistened on the hairs of her upper lip. “How do you fed 7’ he asked.

The child said nothing, and turned away her face. Under her ear he could see a place where some
cosmetic cream had dried in athick crust, and he picked at it idly with hisfingernail. It flaked away, and
under it he saw ared birthmark, one of the many signs of the unclean. God had marked her. Thanakar
put hisfinger on the mark. “How long has she been like this?” he asked.

“Shewasbornwithit. Sir.” Therewas anote of bitterness in the woman’ svoice.

“That' snot what | meant,” he said. “1 meant the fever.” But he kept hisfinger whereit was. “You are
runaways?’

“Y es. They wanted to put her in prison. They said shewasawitch.”
“It doesn’t matter. | am not the purge. But I'm surprised you let me see her. Y ou must be careful.”

The woman seemed closeto tears. “Oh gir,” she said, “| thought she was going to die. Her fever just
goesupandup...”

“Shé'll bedl right. How long has she been like this?”
“Four days. What morecanthey dotous. .. ?

“Shelll bedl right. Tomorrow Il send something to take the fever down. In the meantime, you must try
to keep her clean. I'll show you. Bring me abucket of warm water, sogp, and towels.”

The woman started to cry, and one of the men in the doorway said, “Thereis no hot water, sir. No
towes”

“Cold water, then. And soap.”

“Soap, Sr?” said thewoman in despair.

“Yes. Soap. Isthat so difficult to understand?’

“Don't bully her, Cousin,” camethe prince’ sgentle voice.

Thanakar pulled the sheets away from the girl’ sbody. She turned her face back towards him and opened
wide her eyes, staring at him without speaking as he moved hisfingers down her body and unwrapped a
grimy bandage around her knee.

“Why do you want soap, Sir?’ asked the woman.

The doctor bit hislips. “1 want to wash her.” Under the bandage was a deep infected sore. Her whole
knee was covered in aleaking crust of scabs.

The woman got to her feet and said some words in a strange language. One of the facesin the doorway



disappeared.

The girl’ sfeet were encased in plastic shoes. As Thanakar removed them, she cried out. Undernegath, her
feet were covered with dirt and blisters. The shoes were severa sizestoo smal. Hetook them off and
laid them by the chamberpot. “ She shouldn’t wear these,” he said quietly.

“No shoes, sir?’ the woman asked, her voice tearful. “But shoes are good. Aren't they?’
“Not these shoes. Look what they are doing to her feet. It'sawonder she can walk.”
“Shecan't wak, gr.”

Thegirl lay on her back. She was dressed in aragged nylon smock, with buttons running down her chest.
Thanakar unfastened severa, and as he did so, hefdt the air in the room change. The girl’seyeswidened
and filled with fright. And behind him, the men who had been standing in the doorway came in and stood
or suatted al around, staring at his hands. There was no hogtility in their faces, only tota asorptionin
his smallest movements, asif instead of Smply peding the smock back from her narrow ribcage, hewere
making an incision and peeling back the skin. A man camein with a bucket of water and half abar of
s0ap. Taking them from him, Thanakar started to wash her, with clever movements of his elegant white
hands.

For Prince Abu, the tenson in the room was hard to bear. With an unclear idea of stepping out into the
street and waiting there, he wandered through the doorway. But as he passed the entrance to the other
room, he stopped. Someone had pulled a curtain over the glass, but the door was partly open, and he
looked insde.

It was something he had read about. In popular mythology, a man died only after he had made atota of
400 mortd errors. It was an ideathat had grown out of the commentary on the 1,019th verse of the
Song of the Beloved Angkhdit: “ Sweet friend, how long have | known you? How many days havel
sensed you near me, deeping, waking, your body within reach. Without you, | would have made mysdlf a
hdll long ago and furnished it with lies, and memories of four hundred women left unsatisfied. Dear love,
you have taken these thingsinto yourself. Love, you have saved me. . .” Thetext was obscure, but it had
led to this, that blameless men with nothing left to sell would sell their blamelessness. A sick man would
comein, afraid of death and damnation, the weight of his mistakes suddenly intolerable. And the
confessor would take them on himsdlf, one by one, afew at atime, into his own body, according to a
ampleritua. The sck man would St down and try to capturein hismind dl the particulars of the Sin that
he wanted to expunge. On hislap he held abox of colored powders—black for bitter thoughts, red for
evil actions, green for harmful words. He would make a selection, and holding some powder in the pouch
of hislip, hewould beginto talk about hissin, every aspect of it, germination and result, everything that
weighed upon his conscience. Besides its foul taste, the drug was a powerful expectorant, and by the
time the man had finished talking, he would have filled a stone basin with colored spit. Then he would
rinse his mouth out with sweet water, and his confessor, after prayers and exhortations, would drink
down the contents of the basin. And at the end, the sick man would have stepped back from the grave,
and the healthy man would have taken one step towardsit.

Abu had read about thisritual, but he had never seen it. Therein the dark room, by the light of asingle
candle, he saw afleshless, toothless, bald old man and a pale young one. They sat opposite each other
on wooden chairs, leaning over astone pot set on the floor between them. Both were too absorbed in
what they were doing to notice the prince standing in the doorway.

The old man had amogt filled the basin with black juice. 1t waswrong, | know,” he mumbled. “But it
wasn't my fault. My wife hired her when | was gone from home. | wouldn’t have objected, not that, but



dtill, there was something unnatural about her. Something wicked in theway she disturbed my deep. |
couldn’t deep. | thought about her congtantly. | neglected my business. It wasn't naturd, not for agirl like
her. A serving girl, from the lowest family . . .” He gpat ajet of juice into the bowl and then continued
more digtinctly. “ She wasn’t good looking. It wasn't that. Shelooked . . . vulnerable. Wesak. It
maddened me. Shewasawitch, | tell you. It wasn't my fault.” The juice ran down his chin.

“No excuses,” said the young man.

“No. Of course not. That’ snot what | mean. | was bewitched, yes. | thought about her. Nothing dirty. |
thought about her.” He emptied his mouth again.

“Don'tlie,” said the young man. The old man sighed, rubbing his hands together in hislap, hunched over
the basin, and when he continued, he was dmost inaudible.

“I used to imagine her naked,” he confessed. “ At night | used to liein my bed andimagineher . ..
breasts.” Hisvoicetralled awvay.

“Her breadts.”
“Her breadts, yes,” the old man repeated loudly. He sighed. “1 used to imagine touching them.”
“How many times?’

“I don’'t know. It does't matter. | didn’t do anything. At least, not likethat. | usedto. ..” Hisvoice died
down to nothing, and he emptied his mouth into the bowl.

“Tdl me”
“| used to beat her. | would find fault with her work.”

“Stop,” commanded the young man. He held out the box of powder and motioned towards the red
compartment. Sighing wearily, the other took a pinch of red and put it in hislip. Then suddenly he pitched
forward and clapped his skinny handsto his mouth.

“Keepitin,” commanded the young man. “Don’t spit it out.”

The old man’ s eyes and nose were streaming water. “ God, it burns,” he cried when he had recovered
Speech.

“Yes, it burns,” agreed the young man softly. He held out the box again.
“Ah, God, no more. Not again. Have pity.”

“Takeit”

Moaning and weeping, the old man took another pinch.

“Now, tel me. What did you do?’

“l ... beat her.”

“Louder. Stop mumbling.”

“| besat her.”

“How many times?’



“I'... 1 don't know.” The man was weeping and wringing his hands. “I can’'t remember.”
“Think. Visudize eechtime.”

There was a pause. And then: “I beat her seven times.”

“How hard?’

“Not hard. | swear to God not hard.” The old man smiled patheticdly. “I’'m not strong. Shewasa
hedthy girl. Atleast . . .” He spat red drool into the pot. Abu could seeit clearly, floating on a puddle of
black. Action floating on the surface of the mind, he thought. He raised the bottle to hislips, but the
movement changed the shadows on the floor. The old man looked up and sat back in his chair. “Who are
you?" he cried, red drool running down his chin. “What are you doing here?’

Prince Abu moved out of the doorway to let the light fal on hisuniform. The old man stared a him,
astonished. The juice made strings of liquid down his clothes.

“I'm sorry,” said the prince. “I’'m sorry to disturb you.” But the two men sat there staring without moving.
“My cousinisadoctor,” he explained to the Sin eater. “We came to see your daughter.”

Still the men said nothing, and then dowly, asif unwillingly, they got to their feet to make the compulsory
gestures of respect, knucklesto their foreheads, hiding their eyes.

“No, please,” ssammered the prince. “Never mind that. We camefor the carniva. I'm sorry. | didn't
mean to disturb you. Please continue with your . . .” He broke off, embarrassed, and stepped back
through the doorway and out into the passage. From the other room there came aydll of pain, and he
could see Thanakar risng from the bed, holding hisfinger.

“Ah,” hecried. “Shebit me. Likeawild animal.” And then he smiled.

“They hate us,” remarked Abu sadly, later, asthey walked down to the docks.
“They havether reasons.”

“But we are good men, aren’t we? We do our best. Wetreat them kindly.”

“And if we were bad men and treated them cruelly, what defense could they have? That' s the point.
What law restrains us? | have seen my own father knock a servant’ steeth out with hisfigt.”

“He must have been provoked.”

“Hewas not provoked at dl,” exclamed Thanakar, irritated by hisfriend slack of imagination. “Hewas
acruel man. Maybe not aways, but after alifetimein thearmy. It' sthelife welead. Y ou know that for
every two like usthere are twenty like him. They think God himself gave them their tattoos.”

“Then I’'m thankful to be unfit for military service. Y ou should betoo.”
“I should be. Do you know wherewe re going?’
“I'mfollowing you.”

They were walking arm in arm, because they had walked too far for the doctor’ s bad leg. He stopped
for amoment under astreetlamp in the small deserted street, to take hisweight off it, tolean on Abu’'s
shoulder. Looking up into hisface, he thought he saw some resemblance there to the prince’ ssgter.
Seeing her fifteen days before, at the commissar’ sdinner, he was surprised that brother and sister could



be so unalike. Under the Streetlamp, he took pleasure in reconstructing the memory of her festures from
her brother’ sface. Prince Abu was bading, fat, sweet, ineffectud, sweeting heavily even in the cold night,
his eyes bright and rebellious under folds of unhealthy skin, asif they were held prisoner in hisface.
Again, hislipswerefat, but under them histeeth were white and delicate, like pearls hidden in aflapping
purse.

Inhissgter, it was asif the barriers of flesh were stripped away, and Thanakar could imagine that thelr
skullswould look the same. Their teeth, their eyesweresmilar.

“Why are you looking at me?’ asked Abu, smiling.
“Do youmind if wewait here for aminute?’
“If you like”

Inaway, her eyeswere like her husband’ stoo. Perhapsthat’ s what bound the three of them together in
that strange house, the lack of harmony between their faces and their eyes. She was a perfect example of
her class, docile and submissive. It was part of the obligation of her name aways to speak pleasantly. But
even though by law and custom she was forbidden ever to make any bitter judgment or any harsh
remark, yet her eyes complained. The brightness, the bitterness in them combined with the perfection of
her mannersto make atension that seemed sexud.

“What are you thinking about?’ asked Abu.

“Your Sgter.”

“Didyoulike her?’

“Inaway.”

“I wish you could have married her. Sheisjust your age.”

Since meeting her at dinner, Thanakar, too, had speculated what it would have been like if she had
married him and not the old commissar. Their families were connected; it would have been alikely match,
if not for hisleg. He would have been a prince and married her, and his children would have inherited his
house and income. He would have broken down the barriers of the courtesy that she had learned in
school, and in time she would have become a free woman, capable of loving. It was a stupid fantasy,
without detail in his mind, because as dways hisleg wouldn't permit him to limp over thefirg if. His child
would never wear his clothes. For thisreason, he thought, it was too much to expect him to forget what
small privileges he had. Abu could shake beggars by the hand, drink from polluted cups. What did he
care?

Abu laughed. “How stern you look.”
“Shdl wego?’

They walked away into the dark beyond the streetlamp, and at the end of along aleyway they found a
makeshift barricade of garbage and concrete, lined at the top with barbed wire and sheets of corrugated
iron. They walked aong it till it joined another, higher wal, and at the gate awide, vacant face, shiny in
thelight of an acetylene lantern on apole, looked out a them through a hole punched inthewdl. It
looked along time out of bulging, expressonless eyes, motionless, unrespongve to inquiry, entreaty,
threats, silence. Framed in the square hole, it seemed less a human face than a picture on awall. It
seemed deaf and blind. But Abu laughed, and at once the face changed, itslipstwisting into asilent grin,
revealing long antinomiad teeth. That was dl; there was no more movement, but from behind the wall



came a shuffling and abanging, and the gate swung open on wire hinges. A man stood in the gap, gigantic
and muscular, dressed only inapair of cotton breeches, roughened to look like leather. Unlike the
gatekeeper’s, hisface was animate. And he spoke, too. Sound bubbled on hislips, nonsense syllables set
to afrothy tune, asif he were laughing to music. With hispams, he beat aloud, complicated rhythm on
histhighs and his chest, finishing with aroll across hisbdly, which he distended for the purpose. “In!” he
shouted, in rhythm with thedgps. “In! In! In! In! In!” He stepped aside.

Summoning courage, the cousins stepped over the concrete threshold onto akind of platform set into the
top of the barricade. A number of men and women were standing around or sitting, wild, savage-looking,
scantily dressed. But as usual with antinomials, there was no sense of menace about them as agroup.
Thanakar, as he entered, felt that he had interrupted nothing. The chairswere not set in any kind of order,
nor was there any focus of activity—no cards, tables, bottles, food, fire, conversation, nothing to make a
newcomer fed either uncomfortable or welcome. One woman with tangled hair and along gaunt face
was singing to hersdlf, music with no words, only inarticulate combinations of vowels. Nobody seemed to
listen. Each one seemed imprisoned in a separate world. Thanakar noticed with no particular sensation of
adarm that they al carried weapons, crud knives, or quiversfull of arrows. One man wasfixing an old
gun. Thanakar thought: that they even have awall and abarricade, that they even think to protect
themselves, shows how they have changed. The way they st together shows how they have not.

No onetook any notice. The antinomials seemed lost in their own occupations, whether it was stamping
on thefloor, or saring at nothing, or making a single repetitive motion of their hand and wrigt. Still, Abu
and Thanakar passed through them warily, asif through award of prisoners. There was no reason to fear
them. These people were not davesto passion, or violence, or even comprehension. Y et physicaly, they
were powerful and gigantic; the light shone along their shoulders and the long muscles of their backs. And
though some looked ill and hungry, none looked weak. Besides, they had rejected reason, and there was
no telling when one might reach out hislong arm. It didn’t happen. Abu and Thanakar walked through,
and though some looked up and stared at them, most never raised their heads.

The prince had been there once before, drunk. He scarcely remembered. But till, it was easy to find the
way without asking questions, because the platform shelved into the open air, out from under acrude
canopy. Standing on the edge, they looked from agreat height over an abandoned railway yard, left from
the days when freight trains used to run down to the docks through webs of tunnels under the city.
People lived in there, awhole subterranean world. And here too: in abandoned boxcars and among
rusted sdings, the antinomias had made their homes, though most preferred possessionlesslivesin the
huge, ramshackle warehouses that fingered the yard—urban resonances of the cold communa hallsthey
had left so long ago.

A spidery ladder led from the platform down into the yard. There was aspring wind off the river, smelling
of mud and dirty water. It made the |adder tremble. Thanakar’ sfeet rang each stedl step. It was very
dark. Paradise was sunk into some clouds. And from down below, there were no strong sources of light,
only glimmering lanterns and smdl fires. They climbed down past the mouth of one of the railway tunnels,
100 feet from upper lip to lower. Far insde, they saw ared glow, and shadows leaping on the walls.
Some long-forgotten civic pride, left over from another season, had decorated the tunnel’ s mouth with
colossal seated statues of Angkhdt the God of Industry, one on either sde. The brick was crumbling
away, but you could still recognize the outlines of the great dogs heads, their snouts ten feet long. The
ladder wound down between them.

At theladder’ send, Abu and Thanakar stood in the dark between the railway tracks. “What are we
doing here?’ asked the doctor.

“No biting,” answered Abu. “ Still | wish we had aflashlight . . . if | wereadaveto wishing, that is”



They both laughed, and Abu uncorked his bottle. “ Give me some,” demanded Thanakar.
“Just ataste. It svery strong if you're not used to it. Even if you are.”

“Just ataste.” The doctor held out his hand, and Abu passed the bottle. “Don’t get drunk,” he cautioned.
“I can't carry you back up.”

The doctor drank, gurgled and coughed. “My God, that’s horrible,” he said, as soon as he could speak.
“Whe'sinit?’

The prince took the bottle back and drank along, meditative swallow. He held the liquor in his mouth, as
if trying to analyze the taste. “1 want to walk,” he said, taking the doctor’ s arm. He shook the bottlein his
other hand, to hear how much was | ft.

They walked down towards the river, sumbling in silence between the railroad tracks. When Abu spoke,
his voice was soft and serious. “|’ ve often asked mysdlf. | think it must be digtilled from amixture of the
illusonsit creates. It does't remind you of anything else, and it leaves no aftertaste. That is because it
takes away your judgment and your memory. It' s very thick, and so it makes your mind unclear. And it
burns your throat. Sometimes, when you' ve drunk too much, it'sasif therewere afireal around you.

Y ou can fed it underneath your skin. | don't know. They say it's made from blood.”

“Blood?’
“But | don't bdieveit. If it were, how could | drink it?

They had reached aline of boxcars, pulled up on an old siding. In the doorway of each one burned a
smdll lantern. People squatted, talking. Asthey passed, one stood up and shouted to them in aharsh
voice.

“Biters,” whispered Abu. “Wine sdlers and pimps. Take no notice.”
“Come!” shouted the biter.

“Ssh, take no notice,” repeated Abu. And then, “What asnob | am,” he said, laughing. Possessed of a
sudden impulse, he walked over to the car. It was arranged as akind of store, disorganized, but clean:
bins of vegetables, toals, clothes. Bottles of liquor. The man who had called to them stood in the
doorway, scowling down at them. The atheist’ s cross and circle was branded on hisforehead, and on his
cheek, too, the scars persisted where he had been cut. He had been arrested more than once.

“Yes?' asked Abu. “What do you want?’

The man glared a him. Then, with ajerky dismissive motion, asif he hated them, he gestured towards the
waresin his shop. The gesture included a ferocious young woman Sitting on a packing crate.

“What isthis?’ asked Abu, pointing to one of the liquor bottles.

The man’s scowl degpened. “Wine,” he said sulkily.

“What'sit made out of 7’

Theman stared at him. “Wine!l” he shouted. “Winel” He kicked the bottle with histoe.
“But what' sit made out of 7’ asked Thanakar, amiling. “Y ou madeit yoursdlf, didn’t you?’

The biter pulled hislips back to show histeeth, heavy and carnivorous, and gleaming white. He pressed



hisfiststo both sides of hisforehead and squatted down in the boxcar door until hisface waslevel with
theirs. They could hear arumble of anger, degp in hishuge chest. “Wine,” he said, carefully and dowly.
“It smadefromwine.”

Abu pulled the doctor by the elbow, and they backed away into the dark. “I hope you'll be satisfied with
that,” the prince remarked asthey turned away. “I don’t think you' |l get a better answer.” From the
boxcar behind them came aroar of rage, and then a bottle hurtled past their heads, missing them
narrowly, crashing up ahead.

“Wine,” remarked Abu.
“Unpredictable fellow,” commented Thanakar, taking the prince sarm.

“Yes. It'snot fair. The biters have ahard life. The others hate them because they have no pride. Y et
without biters, the rest would starve.”

The cousinswalked on, reaching an area of the yard where there was more light. They saw antinomias
hurrying and ambling in the same direction, down towards the river where a crowd was forming on the
bank. Upstream, the monstrous skeleton of the harbor bridge stretched into the darkness, for the suburbs
on the other bank were al abandoned. Nearer, arow of docks stuck out into the mud. Because of the
Paradise tides, the river had completely disappeared. Where it had been, the mud was dozens of feet
thick.

Where the crowd was, the embankment overlooked a platform dung on steel wires between two docks.
In normal times it must have floated on the surface of the water, but now it hung suspended, fifteen feet
above the mud. A bonfire burned on it, but besides that it was empty, though crowds of people sat and
stood on the concrete embankment and on the docks on either side.

“We'reearly,” said Abu. “I thought we' d betoo late.” They reached the embankment, and he sat down
happily and kicked hisfeet over the edge.

“I wish we had brought something to st on,” said Thanakar, looking dubioudly at the dirty ground.
“Ohwdl.”

A ladder hung from the underside of the platform down to someplace hidden in the mud, and as
Thanakar sat down, some people climbed up from below and sat down by the fire. Abu scanned their
faces, but they were far away and hard to recognize, until ahuge golden cat legpt from the lap of one and
sauntered carelessy across the stage to where aman was fiddling with thefire.

Thanakar looked around. The antinomias were completely slent, standing or Stting cross-legged, or
hugging their knees. No one seemed part of any group. Again, there were no conversations, though some
people hummed lazily to themsdlves. Y et they must have lived together their wholelives. Suffering and
war, hunger and despair still had not given them athing in common. In acrowd, their coldness and their
isolation seemed uncanny.

A man stood on the platform and raised his hands. Asarequest for silence, it was unnecessary, yet even
s0it seemed to signa the beginning of something. He climbed back down the ladder into the mud, and
after awhile another man stood up and stepped into the center of the stage. In the glare of the bonfire, he
seemed unnaturaly tall and thin, and he carried aslver trumpet in his hands. He stood polishing it and
smiling, and Thanakar could see the gleam of histeeth. Then he put it to hislipsand blew asilver note. It
lingered, and when it died away, he blew another, piercingly high. It ssemed impossible for aman to have
lungsthat big, or eseit wasasif he had found away of releasing the sound into the air without having to



pressit with hisbreath, asif in the meta of the warehouses and the great, gray bridge he had found a
resonance, for the sound echoed al around them. Another note, low and deep. Thanakar was reminded
of the Banaree fireworks above the fairgrounds, sending single, unmixed colors up to wash the sky.

Anather note, pure and high, aching and limitless. At the end, the dightest modulation, just atightening of
thetone.

After that, he was Slent for at least a minute while he ingpected the bell of the instrument and smiled into
the crowd. Then he played again, quiet and tentative, wisps of notes and melodies that went off nowhere.
But out of each he collected something that he seemed to like, asif he were gathering threadsinto his
hand, combing them out, regjecting some, twisting the rest together. For out of single notes and phrases
the music acquired bulk, direction, tension. It stretched on and on.

Finally the trumpeter paused, his cheeks distended and swegty. Bending back, he raised histrumpet to
the sky and blew out adirty spray of notes, full of double tones and squesaks. Then he was finished.
Turning his back on the silent audience, he returned to his place and sat down, pulling his cloak around
him, hiding hisfacein hishands.

“I’ve heard him before,” remarked the prince. “ That last part is his signature. The song of himsdlf. |
remember it.”

“Clearly aneurotic type. Passthewine.”

Abu gave the doctor a curious ook, but said nothing. Thanakar didn’t care. He wanted to fed the
liquor’ skick. He wanted to fed asif ahole had been drilled in the top of his head and the liquor dribbled
in, soaking some parts and not others. He wanted to fed it.

Musicians played, women and men. When they were finished, they wandered around the stage or
climbed back down the ladder out of sight. After along time, the platform was empty, save for two
seated figures, one on either side, and the huge, pacing, golden cat. Oneroseto hisfeet and stalked to
the center of the stage. Heraised hisarms, and his cloak did away from his shoulders. He was naked
underneath. Heraised his handsin alazy gesture, to scratch behind his neck, to pull the hair back from
hisface.

Thanakar recognized the boy that they had come to see. He stood casually, legs spread apart, hands on
his hips. As Abu had said, he was handsome, with clean hard limbs and a delicate face, neither brutal nor
empty like most in that crowd. Thanakar saw the firgt flickers of drunkennessin the color of theboy’'s
skin. It seemed ruddy and dive. And perhaps there was more to it than illusion, because for the first time
the crowd seemed to be reacting, too, though the boy had done nothing yet. But people around them had
lumbered to their feet, and some called out. They were staring at the dancer intently, as men might look
into afire, which has motion and energy even in stasis. For Thanakar, the drug had lit afire under the
dancer’ s skin, so that when he started, with alazy swirl of armsaround his head, it seemed even after his
arm had passed that Thanakar could see aburning trail behind it.

Thanakar stretched out hisleg and looked around. Things had not changed since hewas achild. Still he
sat while others danced, his bad leg aching. He swallowed some drink and looked over at the prince' s
face, ashe stared at the stage with childlike absorption. It seemed unfair to envy him. Y et Thanakar
could see why the prince was more a ease here than in any other part of the city. He resembled these
people; he stared asthey did, part of what they saw.

Thanakar took another sip to help him concentrate, because again he had lost himsdlf, histhoughts
vanishing to nothing. Why couldn’t he starelike that? The dancer somersaulted through the air,
surrounded by awhed of light, and the crowd moved and stamped. People cried out. The dancer was



standing on his hands, hislegs bent over dmost to his head, tendrils of light coiling around him; it was
incredible. Thanakar looked up at the sky, pursuing fantasies of londliness. He felt there was a secret to
loneliness, an atraction that only he out of dl that crowd had failed to understand.

But he looked back when the second figure on the stage shrugged his cloak away and rose. He waked
to the far edge of the platform, to where the bonfire had burned down, and pulled his hair back with the
same gesture as his brother. And then he stood and raised his arms, but there was no accompanying
flame. Instead, asmall current of sound seemed to form around the motion, fast when the boy moved
faster, stopping when he stopped. The doctor looked around to see if he could find the source. But it
was not exactly music, or at least it didn’t remind him of the sound of any instrument or combination of
ingruments. It was more like singing, only more supple, more responsive to the dightest twist of fingers
than avoice could ever be.

The second dancer made arapid circle around his brother, the sound accompanying him, snuous and
clean. The crowd was silent, and the doctor wondered whether they could hear it too. “Do you hear it?’
he whispered to his cousin. Abu turned towards him, smiling patiently, but as the doctor looked a him he
saw his brows contract, and at the same moment he heard gunfire, so that hisfirst impression when the
shooting started was that his cousin, too, could make sound out of movement. He had confused cause
and effect. Abu pointed to a stream of light.

It flowed over the bridge from the dark shore opposite—men with torches, shooting as they came. Over
there, the city was disused and boarded up, but people lived ratlike in the cellars. The road from the
bridge led down to the municipa galows at the city limits. The stream of torches came from there.

Now Thanakar could hear Snging too, religious anthems, bigoted old war songs from the antinomia
crusades, and Abu and Thanakar struggled to their feet. Around them, the crowd barely reacted. Some
sat glumly, sucking their knees, others turned contemptuous backs. But the dancers had stopped, and
stood motionless on stage. And in alittle while the crowd started to disperse in different directions.
People stalked away to get their weapons or their musical instruments. Thanakar grabbed Abu by the
shoulder. “Let’sget out of herel” he shouted. Men with torches were streaming down the access ramps,
not far away, and occasionally abullet whined close.

The cousinsturned away and hurried back the way they had come. The doctor found it hard to run. He
tripped and fdll full length, hurting his shin. Abu crouched by him, and they rested in the shadow of a
boxcar to let an armed party of antinomias run past the opposite way. The prince was out of breath. He
sank down wearily to the ground and put hisface into his hands. Thanakar stood up and leaned his back
againgt the boxcar. He could see the bridge ablaze with light, and new fire burning by the docks. Where
they were, it was dark and strangdly quiet.

Abu whimpered at hisfeet. Under stress, sometimes the prince’ s thoughts became digointed, arunning
mix of questionsand answers. “Oh God,” he said, “Why isit like this? How can it be like this? How can
| do. .. Think. Think of what to do. What are the obligations of your name? One: courage. Two: duty to
your . . . class. Three: courage. Four, four—how can they do it, every time? How can they ruinit?’ He
sat back againgt the doctor’ sleg, and Thanakar reached down to touch his hair.

“Hush,” hesad. “It'Il bedl right.”
“Who arethey?’

“The purge, | guess. | don't know. There was a hanging tonight. Forty heretics, in honor of the festival.
Didn’'t you get aninvitation? It must have gotten out of hand.”

“The purge. The purge, the purge, the purge, the purge. How can they? It isnot my will.”



“I don't think s0,” said avoice near to hand. An enormous shadow stepped out of the dark between two
cars, and then aman came out of it, walking towards them. He stooped to pick up Abu’ s bottle from
where he had dropped it, and he threw it into the prince’ slap with a contemptuous snap of hiswrist.
Thanakar recognized the voice and then the man, his crud face, his heavy lips, the white centersto his
eyes. He had exchanged Abu’ ssilver pistols for something more murderous, a machine revolver stuck
into his belt. He carried awooden flute.

“I don't think s0,” he repeated. “ Not the purge. Just afew barbarians, like you. Don’t be afraid. It's
common enough. There shardly amonth without something likethis.”

“Barbarians,” groaned Abu. “Barbarians.” He uncorked his bottle.

It was quiet where they were, though in the distance they could hear shouting and gunfire. The antinomia
lifted hisflute and played alittle tune. He stopped to listen, and Thanakar could hear aresponse, aflute
playing from e sewhere in the yard, and then it stopped. The antinomia played again, just five notes.
Again came the response, and then Thanakar could see alantern swinging towards them from acrossthe
yard, amaninitscircle. He came close, an older man, with curly white hair and amachete in his belt.

“Good hunting,” he said. And then the two of them conversed together unintelligibly, in amixture of
words and sound. The older man pointed up above them to where the barricade loomed past, where
Abu and Thanakar had crossed earlier that night. It was quiet there, ablack wall against the darker
black. Not far away, the railway tunnel opened itsthroat, guarded by its crumbling sentinels.

The older antinomia squatted down and held the lantern up, to peer into the prince' sface. Abu’s cheeks
were wet. He had been crying, and the antinomia stretched out one finger to touch his cheek and then
brought it back to look at it. “Water,” he said softly. “Wet,” and then he added something, amusica
phrase that sounded like a question.

A flare burst above the barricade, lighting up the sky. The man with the crud face looked up, squinting.
Above them, thewall erupted into noise, aclattering of gunfire. Asthey watched, flames showed in
severd placesaong thetop.

“Barbarians,” said the man. He spat.

The older antinomia looked up from where he squatted near the prince, hisface more puzzled than
concerned. “A bad one,” he said. “Both sdes at once.”

The other nodded. He pulled his pistol from hisbelt and pointed it at Abu’ s head, and squinted down the
barrd, hislipstight for amoment, and then he put up hisarm. “No,” he murmured, in atone of infinite
regret. “Not fair. Not fair.” He stood looking at them, and then he motioned with his gun up towards the
barricade, towards a section that was still dark. “ Go,” he said. “Don’'t come back here. Leave me adone.
Leaveusdone” Heturned and walked away, down towards the battle at the bridge. A flarelit up the
sky. Thanakar could see him throw hisflute away and Start to run.

“Come,” he said, reaching down again to touch the prince shair. “Let’ sgo. It’' snot safe here.”

Abu was looking down where the man had run. “He never saw her again,” he said. “ That girl with yellow
hair. Y ou know that, don’t you?’

“Hush now. Don't be afraid.”

“I'm not afraid. It sjust that it' s so sad. | mean the girl that he loved. Woman, now. Isn't that sad? He
never saw her again after that night. In the snow. He doesn’t know if she' sdive or dead.”



“Hush, now. Enough. Let’sgo.” Thanakar bent down to caress the back of his neck.

“No,” said the prince, speaking without stammering or whimpers. He sat up straight, and hisface put on
asmdl defiant smile. When the man was threatening him with the gun, he had started to fed stronger. He
feared so many things, but death wasn't one of them.

“No,” hesaid again. “| don’t want to. | want to stay.”

Abu’' s hair was thin on top, long in the back. Thanakar reached down to take ahandful of it underneath
hiscollar. “Come,” hesaid. “Y ou can makeit. I'll help you.”

Abu tried to pull way. “Cousin, you're hurting me,” hesaid. “1 can day if | want.”
“Noyou can't. It'snot safe here.”

“I am not afraid,” said the prince. And then pleading: “Don’'t you see, if | go now, they’ll never let me
come back. It'slike choosing sides. Believeme, I'll be safer here. They won't hurt me.”

Thewhite-haired antinomia had listened to this conversation without seeming to understand it. Now he
reached hisfinger out again to touch the prince' s cheek. Abu pulled away.

“Don’t touch me,” he complained. “Why does everyone keep touching me? Just go. Go get the police.
Find my brother-in-law. Tell him I’m in danger here.”

They listened to the rattle of the guns. “Hewon’t come,” said the doctor. “He won't do anything. What
can hedo?’

The antinomia had not withdrawn his hand. “Micum Starbridge,” he said.

“Yes” sad Abu. “He smy brother-in-law. He'll come stop this. | know he will. Please, Cousin. Please
g)-”

“I can't leave you here. Y ou know that.”

“Yesyou can. Please, Coudin, it ismy w-w-w-wish. I'm sorry, but itis. Itismy wish.” Heheld up his
palm and spread hisfingers out apologeticaly, so that Thanakar could see the golden sun tattoo.

The doctor stepped back, and his head snapped back asif he had been dapped. “Yes, Sir,” he said.

“Oh Thanakar, not likethat. I’'m sorry. Just go, please. I'll bedl right. I'm not afraid.” He smiled ruefully.
“Courageisan obligation of our class”

When the doctor went, the antinomid went with him with the lantern, lighting hisway. Abu sat done,
leaning back against the boxcar, drinking, watching the fire d ong the barricade. In the center of the
ralway yard, the night held him in its empty cup. For along time he sat. He had hardly dared hope that
he could be aone; just afew of the right words and everybody had left, and he was freeto drink alittlein
the dark. Others could run away when they wanted to be alone, but he was fat and weak, and it was
hard for him to run. Instead, so often, events seemed to combine around himin aspinning circle, and it
was ardief to know that there was aways something you could say to make the circle widen and recede
out of sight. He watched the line of flames, and then behind him, thefire at the bridge. So often, it was
enough just to raise your hand, he thought. It was the first time he had used that power on hiscousin,
however, and it made him sad, for Thanakar would take it to heart. He would take it so to heart, and the
more bitterly because he didn’t believe, intdlectudly, in the power of the tattoo. But physicaly he was
helplesstoresist, daveto. . . what? The mythology that had sunk so deep insde their bonesthat minds



and opinions could mean nathing.

The prince stattoos were unique in Charn. The priests had been excited at his birth. Some happy
confluence of stars, some strident crying in the language of the newborn had convinced them that he had
been aking in Paradise, in another lifetime. Abu looked up. The planet’ s silver rim showed benesth some
clouds. It could not be true, for Angkhdt had said that al were free in Paradise, free as birds, men and
women free and equal, pirits of pure light. There were no kingsthere. And even if there were, surely a
king who had fallen down so far, so heavy with his own sins and misery, should be reborn lower than a
farmhand. But the priests had loaded him with obligations and a horoscope that he had carried like a
cannonball throughout his childhood—a great generd, judge of al men, scourge of heresy. If so, he had
thought, and not just he done, why had God given him so few gifts to accomplish such great ams?
Unathletic, nearsghted, undisciplined, asthmatic: these flaws seemed like snsin achild with such a
brilliant future. But eventually he had given up, sopped wondering, and after awhile the priests and the
parsons aso had stopped, admitting their mistake, though the tattoos and the power remained, an
embarrassment tothem all.

Y et sometimes on clear nights Abu till thought that greetness and strength might descend on him from the
sky. At such times he wanted to be aone. He swallowed some of the harsh wine, almost the last. Even
the miserable and the cowardly might find acause to fight for, he thought, and you didn’'t haveto have a
hope of victory to try. That night, watching dancing among these outlaws that he had cometo love, not
knowing why, he had thought for the first time that he had power he could use to help them.

Paradise was showing now, beautiful and full, silver fruit hanging in atree of darkness. Abu drank the last
of the wine and staggered to hisfeet. The world heaved and bucked. And as he walked down towards
the bridge, and the darkness gave to light, and the quiet gave to screaming noise, and the solitude to
angry and demented faces, the wine he had drunk comforted him and made the peopl e dance around
him, made the bloodshed and the bullets and the heat seem like hallucinations. In hisuniform hefelt as
invulnerable as agod, because these barbarian rioters were just the men to respect it.

At the bridge, the antinomias had fought among the access ramps, but they had been driven back. The
rioters—small men but very numerous, dressed in the yellow clothes of poverty, their faces gutted by the
fires of poverty—had pushed them back. Abu Starbridge staggered to the top of a heap of sandbags. He
stood there, splendid in his uniform of white and gold, and raised his hand above the throng, hispam
shining in the firelight, etched with the golden sun in splendor, the symbol of hisinexorable will. Some of
the little men stared at him, amazed, some sank to their knees, and some took no notice. Hisvoice,
shouting, “Stop! Please stop!” was drowned out in the din.

Thanakar got stuck in aparade. As he hurried through the city gates, up towards the Temple of
Enforcement, the Streets had been stiffening with people. Exhausted, he had pushed forward without
thinking, struggling through the crowd. People gave way, making the gestures of respect. Now he wished
they had stood firm, because behind him they had packed so tightly that there was no way back, and in
front the procession stretched for miles dong the Street of Seven Sins.

He stood swesting in acrowd of seminarians. They had the places of honor by the roadside, and
Thanakar had agood view too, because they were young and small, and he could see above their heads.
There must have been ahundred of them, with red robes and high voices and shaved heads. Thanakar
cursed, but in away it was good just to stand there resting, because he had come such along way and
hisleg wastired.

The road was lined with torches and with men who stood with gas lamjps balanced on their heads and on
their shoulders: smdll tanks, like bags of roots, and then the candel abra branched from them, likelittle
treeslit with fiery blossoms. In the road, muscular young men tumbled through the air, legping, and



twisting, and dipping in hot rivers of eephant piss. Then came men cracking whips, and firedancers of
various kinds. Men danced with torchesin their teeth. Others tossed huge whedls of fire above their
heads. Others had attached one end of along ropeto their hair, the other to aburning lamp. Wiggling
their necks, they siwung the lamp around them in wide circleswhile they clapped their hands and danced.
They got down and rolled dong the ground, the lamp skimming in acirclejust abovethetar.

Then came some e ephants, painted in gay colors. In summer, they flourished in the summer jungles near
the city, but these had been imported for the festival, brought up from the South in railway cars. The cold
had made them sick. Their eyes shonefeverishly in the torchlight, and some had a peculiar gummy liquid
hanging from their tusks. They bellowed mournfully, but the sound was covered up with drumming.
Drummers marched behind them, bare-chested, with white turbans and white baggy trousers fastened
tightly at the ankle. They tied their drums acrosstheir waists, and beat on the ends asif to break them. In
al processions there were hundreds of them, and in this one there were thousands, jumping, swaying,
legping in unison, their complex rhythmsralling up and down theline.

They legpt and turned in front of him, leapt and turned, back and forth, back and forth, banging on their
drumswith blistering pams. And asthey passed, he could fed the rhythmsin hisbody, asif adrummer
had gotten loose in there and was drumming on his heart asif to break it, because he knew what came
next. These parades were al the same. Elephants and skeleton dancers, shaking rattlesto imitate the
chattering of bones. Elephants, and then he could see them too, the flagellants, and hear the singing of
their whips, and then his heart was bregking, asit dways did, and he could fed tears closing histhroat.
They passed in front of him, the flagdllants, his private symbol for what the Starbridges had made out of
the world.

They were naked to the waist, their hair and beards were long, their faces stony hard. Their whipswere
knotted with nails and fragments of shell, and the blood ran down their backs. They scourged themsalves
to arhythm of stamping, over their shoulders, dternating sdes, the thongs licking their armpits and the
tender flesh under their arms. With every breeth they struck, and with every exhaation they stamped
another meta step, their ankles chained together. In the interstices between the rhythmic crash and stamp
rose up the voices of aboys chair, like wild reeds growing through an iron grate; they walked between
the men, dressed in white surplices, nursing candles, sSinging hymns, their sweet wild voices poking up
high.

The doctor turned away. Coming up from the railway yard, he had dready seen horrible sights. After
they had |eft the prince, he and the antinomid had climbed the barricade and walked adong it looking for a
place to cross. In the mouths of narrow streets above the yard, crowds had gathered, throwing stones
and firebombs. Here and there, groups of soldiers made more organized assaults. For awhile, they had
got nowhere, for the antinomials had blocked them, fighting like lunatics with no discipline or order. For a
while, strength and courage had prevailed against numbers. The crowd fell back before asingle furious
giant wielding alength of four-by-eight, batting gasoline bombs out of the air so that they burst around
him in aburning rain. Other antinomias stood around or squatted, watching, until for no gpparent reason
they too found themsealvesfilled up with the same spasmodic rage and would legp down from the
barricade, screaming like demons, throwing huge chunks of masonry down into the crowd. FHailing two
machetes, awoman jumped down twenty feet into amass of soldiers.

Watching from a protected spot, Thanakar had put his hands up to hisface. The antinomials were
magnificent—their pride, their power like aforce of nature. One man was storming through the mob, his
head and chest and shoulderslooming far above their heads, smashing them down with ahammer in each
hand. Another lifted asoldier up above his head, one hand in his crotch and the other round his neck,
bending the backbone like a bow until it snapped.



It couldn’t last. Thanakar saw some soldiers of the purge, in black and silver uniforms, hanging back to
organize their fire. One carried asharpshooter’ srifle; helifted it, and an antinomia fell to her knees,
stumbling and roaring, shot through the eye. And then, one by one, the rest went down and sank into a
surge of bodies. The crowd broke through.

From their place of safety on adeserted stretch of wall, Thanakar’ s antinomia had watched with
expressionless eyes. He turned and pointed down a quiet dope of refuse and barbed wire. “That way,”
he said, and handed Thanakar the lantern.

“Thank you. Y ou' re not coming?’

“No.” Theman undid his cloak, stepped out of it, and tossed it onto the wire fence, where it caught and
hung like aghost. Old and white-haired, he was still muscular, his body hard and strong. He unbuckled
his machete from his belt and tested the heavy edge along hispadm. “No,” he repeated gently. “Thisisfar
enough. Far enough, | think. Far enough for me. No, | am with my family. Brothersand sisters.” He
swung the blade dowly around his heed, alast slute from someonewho never in hislife had said
goodbye. There seemed something else he wanted to say, but whatever it was, hedidn’t say it. He
turned and walked back towards the hopel ess fighting, whistling alittle song.

In the parade, in the din of the drumming and the slamping flagd lants and the high pure voices of the
boys, Thanakar tried to recollect that little song. It had sounded so unsure. If there waslanguageiniit, it
was amost meaningless, just alittle Suttering at the end of asad life. One kind of music, he thought. And
thisisours, the rhythm and the whips. Men lashing themsealves bloody for no reason. Some of the
seminarians around him hid their faces, blocked their ears.

“Thanakar! Thanakar!” Someone was shouting to him. An enormous palanquin, yoked back and front to
braces of elephants, was|oaded with Starbridges. They waved to him, and he pushed through the crowd
and stepped down into the road. In afew steps he reached them. The palanquin was dung low, so that
his head was dmogt at aleve with the head of Cargill Starbridge, ayoung man in military uniform, a
relativeof his

“Intolerable noise,” the man shouted, smiling, indicating the flagdlants up ahead.
“I’'m surprised you can stand it,” the doctor shouted back.

“Bah. Lunatics.” Cargill Starbridge tapped his head confidentially and lowered hisvoiceto a soft roar.
“Completely gone.”

The eephants walked dowly, and Thanakar had no trouble keeping up, his hand resting on the litter’s
goldenrail. “Listen,” he shouted. “ There' sariot down at the railway yard. At the waterfront.”

Cargill Starbridge winked one eye. “I know,” hereplied. “Bishop’ sidea. Bishop's secretary. Not bad,
redly, usng civilians. Teach those cannibals alesson. No way to do it properly, of course. No men.
You'd need aregiment.”

“Prince Abu isa prisoner down there,” bawled Thanakar, but the drumbests knocked the sound away.
“Y ou know about the adventist? Returned prisoner. Gave a gpeech. Completely mad.”
“I wasthere”

“Lucky dog. | missed it. | was at the hanging. Secretary made a speech. Counter example: spontaneous
outrage of the people. Death to al heretics. Y ou know the kind of thing. Then he passed out wespons.
That started them off. Y ou should have seen them. Madmen.”



“Abu’ s aprisoner down there,” but the man had dready turned away, was yelling something to awoman
a hisside. “I've got to find the commissar,” shouted Thanakar.

The man turned back. “He' sright behind you.”

“Where?’ but then Thanakar saw him, unrecognizable in hisfestival clothes and a demented turban of
pink silk, waving down at them from the back of an eephant not far behind.

Thanakar let the palanquin go by, and as the el ephant came up, he jumped for the rope ladder hanging
down its Sde and climbed up to the howdah on its back.

“Smoothly done,” said the commissar. “ Y our leg dl right?’ It was quieter here, up abovetheleve of the
crowd.

“I hatethis parade,” he continued after a pause. He reached down to stroke the elephant’ s neck, and
when he brought his hand back it was wet with sweat and a peculiar white scum. “Look at this. It's
murder. Poor brute. Where' sthe prince?’

“At the waterfront. HE sa prisoner.”
The commissar Sighed. “1 was afraid of that,” he said after a pause.
“That'sdl you haveto say?’

“Too late now. The operation’sover.” Helooked at hiswatch. “Limited objectives, the swine. Why
didn’t he come back with you?’

“He preferred to stay.”
“Thenit'shis own damn fault. Prisoner. He should be ashamed.”
“Hemight get hurt,” said Thanakar.

“| doubt it. | can’t see them shooting prisoners. That’s more our style, these days. Did you hear? There
was ahanging at the city gallows, abig crowd. The bishop's secretary promised them amonth’s
remisson for every atheist they kill beforefive o' clock. Lying pig. Asif it werethat Smple” The
commissar frowned. “Abu will bedl right. They might knock him around some. Might knock some sense
into him.” He was staring down into the flagdllants, and as usua his eyeswere very sad.

For awhile Abu had done some good. The rioters had hung back, confused. They had held their fire,
afraid of hitting him. But he was on one single rampway; there were others, and around him the
antinomialswere being pushed back, overwhelmed by numbers and the force of hate. Therioterswere
desperate for blood. They had been offered some remission for their sins, the chance of a better lifetime
inwhatever hell waswaiting for them in the sky after their degths, if they could only just kill one, just one,
even alittle one. And findly, as the minutesticked towardsfive o’ clock, Abu found that he could no
longer hold them back, though maybe if he had been someone else, stronger, braver, smarter, better,
sober . . . But the crowd no longer cared. They drove him back, pelting him with rocks and curses. Inthe
hope of murder, they were delirious, and he would have been trampled if awoman hadn’t grabbed him
by the collar and pulled him away.

She pulled him back into the dark and up asmall dark dope. At the top stood aline of railway cars, and
one had falen on its sde. Climbing on the whedls, the woman undid the clasp and pulled the door back
aongitsdiding track. It revealed ahole leading down into the hillside. The woman grabbed him by the
arm and pitched him in over the side. He climbed down obediently. As she stood on the door above him,



preparing to descend, trying to light an eectric torch with inefficiently large fingers, Abu redized she was
hurt. A stone had opened up adeep cut over one eye, and there was blood crusted around her lips. She
had broken some teeth, and she was crying and dobbering and wheezing music through the ragged gaps.
Tearsflowed down her cheeks. This sign of weakness made her seem somehow even more violent and
intimidating; standing below her, Abu thought he understood some of the animosity that ordinary people
fet for the antinomia women. It came from fear. At hangings, the spectators wailed with delight and
shouted obscenities. In prison, gangs of jailersraped them.

Sniffling and wheezing blood, the woman fumbled with the torch. The prince reached up to help her, but
she hit him across the face with the back of her hand, a careless dap, so that he staggered and fell down.
She pushed back her hair and shook the flashlight furioudy. Nothing happened, and so shethrew it
againg the sde of anearby car, laughing when it shattered.

The holeled down into atunnel in the earth, barely big enough to crawl through. The woman pushed Abu
aong it in the dark; he was on his hands and knees, and she pushed him from behind. Then, after along
while, the walls and ceiling seemed to open out, and she stopped pushing him; he sat down on apile of
stones while the woman muttered in the darkness, and groped around him, and found alamp, and lit it.
She squatted near him and ran her fingers experimentally over her face. The tune she hummed had
changed. The frustration had gone out of it, and it ssemed more methodical, more regular. Sherose and
went out of the circle of the lamp into the dark, and returned with abucket of water which she put down
on the floor and sat cross-legged around it, washing her face and rinsing her mouth. Then, to Abu’s
surprise, shetook amirror and acomb out from apocket in her shirt. The humming changed again as she
examined her reflection—an intake of breasth mixed with the melody, and Abu seemed to hear some
humor in it too, when she smiled and displayed her broken teeth. She started to comb her hair.

“Where arewe?’ asked the prince.

The woman looked a him and frowned, a puzzled expression on her face, asif she had forgotten who he
was.

“Why did you bring me here? Pleasetell me. . .”

She said nothing and resumed combing her hair.

“Wheream 1?7’ repeated the prince miserably. Hefdt sick. His clotheswere filthy and he was very tired.
“You arefreeto go,” she said, motioning away into the dark.

“No. | don't know where | am. Do | sound ungrateful ? | guess you saved my life. Back there it was
s0...

“Stop that,” sheinterrupted, pouting into the mirror. “Thereisatunecaled, ‘| forget.” ”
“I can't forget. It just happened.”

“Itisahopeful tune.”

“I'mafraid | don’t understand.”

“Y ou're safe here. There’ sno need to be afraid.”

“That’snot what | meant. | mean | don't..."

“Stoptaking!” shesaid. “You arelikeababy. | try to help, but you can only remember the last time you



were fed and look forward to the next time. Why should you understand?’

“Thank you,” muttered the prince. “ Thank you for explaining so well. Y ou people can be very irritating
sometimes.” He leaned back againgt the pile of stonesand closed hiseyes.

“You dso,” sad the woman softly, examining her teeth.
“You' reawake,” said someone closeto hisear.
[13 Ya”

There was the sound of amatch being struck, two sparks, and then asudden light. The boy held a
matchstick between hisfingers. With his other hand, he stroked the cat in hislap. Before the match
burned out, Abu could see other people around them, Sitting, standing, nursing wounds, lying full length.
The woman who had brought him there was lying down adeep.

“Where arewe?’ asked Abu in the dark.

Again the boy lit amatch. It burned out, and he dropped it. When it was dark again, he said, “Pictureit.”
“What do you mean?’

“Hghting.”

Once again, Abu didn’'t understand. It was asif two different languages shared the same vocabulary. He
sat up inthe dark and caressed his forehead with his fingertips.

“Pictureit,” commanded the boy impatiently. He struck athird match, and Abu could see hisimperious
blue eyes, aman drinking from a bucket, other peoplelooking at him.

“I don't understand,” he said when the light was out.

“That'sright,” said the boy’ s voice gpprovingly. “Confusion. Violence. Danger. Degth. Picture degth.”
“l can't”

“Neither can |. Neither can anyone.”

“| don’t understand.”

“We are davesto circumstances beyond our control,” said the boy’ svoicein the dark.

“Can't you makealight?’

“Of course.” Theboy lit afourth match. “My sister saved your life)” he said when it was dark again.
“I'mvery grateful.”

“Picture now. Sunrise. The barbarians go away.”

“Look,” said Abu. “ Couldn’t you please light somekind of lamp? Please?’

“No. Thepictureis unpleasant.”

“It'shard for meto concentrate in the dark,” complained the prince.



“No light. | prefer it. We prefer it. Someone would havelit one otherwise. Thereisalamp.”
“I know.”

“But thisis not ahappy timefor us. Not aproud time. Some of usare hurt. Tell me: why did you come
here?’

“I came to watch you dance. Y ou invited me.”
“Yes. | danced for you. Y ou promised me agift, and | refused. Now | want something.”

“I brought you something.” Abu fumbled in his pockets asthe boy struck alight. He had brought apurse
filled with gold dollars, each one slamped with the head of the Beloved Angkhdt.

Thelight went out, and Abu felt the boy take one of the coins out of his palm. “What good isthis?” he
asked.

“Itismore useful than guns.”

“For abiter. | don’t know how to useit. | have asimple mind. No, | want something. Not this. Don’'t
make me say it. Guess.”

“I'mafrad| can't.”
“Don’'t bedfraid.”
“I mean | can't guess.”

“Then I'll tell you,” said the boy. “I want to understand my life. Isthat shameful ?'Y ou can seewhy |
don't want alight.”

“| don’t understand.”

“Don’'t say that anymore! | mean, why do men attack usin the night? Why do we haveto livelike this?
What isthe power in this horrible place? Where does it come from? How doesit work? I’ ve lived here
al my lifeand | don’t know.”

“I'mnot sure...”

“Don’t you understand? | live without history or knowledge. When we were free, that kept usfree. Now
we are daves, it keepsus daves.”

There was along silence, broken by the sound of splashing water. Finaly Prince Abu cleared histhroat.
“They hate you,” he began, “because you are heretics. Atheigts.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Because you eat mesat.”

“I don't eat meat. | can remember every time |’ ve tasted meet in my life. Nine times. We have nothing.”
“Then they aretold to hate you.”

“Who tellsthem?’



Prince Abu tried again. “Have you ever heard,” he asked, “ of Nicobar Starbridge?’
“Speak louder,” said awoman’ svoice.

“Nicobar Starbridge,” Abu continued, “was the founder of your . . . sect. A great heretic. Thiswas. . .
elght seasons, dmost two full yearsago.”

“I don’'t understand,” said the boy’ s voice from close by. “Nicobar Starbridge. A barbarian.”

Abu smiled. “Yes, abarbarian. Did you think you were a different species? There are men in Banaree
who look just likeyou.”

Therewas slencein the cave. The sensation of gathered human presence vanished suddenly, asif the
space had emptied out and he were |eft done, talking to the empty dark. “Thiswas not so very long
ago,” hesaid loudly. “Eight seasons, dmost. Seven generations. Y our father’ s grandfather’s
great-great-grandfather. | can’t believe you' ve never even heard of him. It wasin summertime.”

And then hetold them, in the smplest language that he knew, their own story: how Nicobar Starbridge
had been born apriest; how he had lived and studied in the capital, in the Twilight Temple. Evenasa
young man he had been famous as a conjurer and theol ogian, but he had run away before hisfirst
irrevocable vows, the night before he was to offer up his manhood on the dtar. A temple servant had
unlocked his cell, awoman, a seductress, and he had run away, taking some volumes from the library.

Hetold them how the fugitive had lived like a beggar on the roads, dressed asthe lowest kind of |aborer,
his tattoos covered with dirt. He had labored in the mines, in the quarries, in the lumberyards, among the
poorest of the poor. And about how he had resurfaced in the company of another woman, a Starbridge
from Banaree. She had left her husband and her children to join him, and had cut the chains of matrimony
to join him on the road and bring him money o that he could print thefirst of hisbooks—a
reinterpretation of the Song of the Beloved Angkhdt, and anew trandation.

Abu summarized the arguments of the book: how Nicobar Starbridge had claimed that the bishops and
the archbishops had founded their authority on mistrandations. He claimed that the prophet’ s great
description of hissoul’ sjourney through the universe, through Paradise and the planets of the nine hells,
had never been intended dlegorically. It wasasmpletravel diary in verse, telling of rea placesared
man had been; some he liked, some he hated. The prophet’ s description of the perfect love that chains
the universe and dl mankind was, according to the new trandation, part of along erotic poem.

Abu told them how, later, the priests had woven the erotic language of the Song of the Beloved Angkhdt
back into alegory, so that later it had come to be accepted and become part of the myth. But in those
days even to suggest that the song had a pornographic part was blackest heresy: Nicobar Starbridge and
his mistress were hunted up and down the country, and the book was burned.

Abu stopped talking. “I’'m sorry,” hesaid. “I’'mtelling thisbadly. Am | making any sense?’ How could
they possibly have understood aword? And in fact nobody answered him, so he stopped to catch his
breath. In away, the darkness and the silence helped him to concentrate, and when he continued, it was
asif hewere explaining a series of pictures he never could have seen so clearly in thelight. Some were
real, someimaginary; the real ones better drawn but lesswell colored. Dark browns and grays, pictures
from hisnursery walls. Nicobar Starbridge sitting at atable in hismonk’ scell, an ugly, pae boy,
surrounded by books and dl the hardware of conjuring and priesteraft, grinning devilishly a hisimageina
mirror. Nicobar Starbridge in yellow rags, preaching to the multitude, while to one side anaked woman
ismolested by monkeys and wild dogs, and in the window of anearby house an old manisplaying
drunkenly upon aharpsichord. Theriot at the bishop's market and the destruction of the teaexchange,
the crucifixion of the merchant princes, with Nicobar Starbridge in the foreground, ademonic figurein



mock judicia robes, ripping pages out of abook held by two angdls. And findly, the destruction of the
rebel armies—QOctober 514, third phase of summer 00014: Borgo Starbridge, the bishop’s generd,
seated on ahill, poring over amilitary map, while on another hill stood the rebel city in the shape of a
great chamber pot, and dl around, the plain was covered with struggling black and yellow figures,
soldiers and rebels, painted in exquisite detail. And in the background, the canvasislit by arow of
funera pyrestended by skeletons and happy patriots, apictureinitself, the burning of ten thousand
heretics, for the fires burned for months that summer, and on the horizon whole forests are cut down to
feed the pyres, and men are building a pile of wood up higher than ahill to burn the temptress, the
Seductress, Nicobar Starbridge’ s mistress and companion, devilishly beautiful, with burning hair, while
from the clouds above her, dog-faced Angkhdt scowls down.

Inthe dark, avoice said, “Tell me. Don't stop.”

So Abu told the story of the pictures, and told how Nicobar Starbridge was atraveling preacher in
Banaree, preaching revolution in the smplest language, anong the desperate and the starving, the
homeless and the meek. He preached that God gave Earth to men as afree gift, to live in asthey chose.
He preached a new society where men and women would be free and equa. And finally, he preached
violence, the destruction of property, factories, homes, the murder of therich. He attracted a great army
of disciples, men and women, who called themsd ves the Children of Paradise and roved the countryside
in marauding bands. Some ran naked, some clothed, and if anyone was found with any money or
possessions, he was whipped out of the group.

Abu told them how the Children of Paradise had captured a smal town and renamed it the City of the
Purein Heart, and how they lived therein an ecstasy of dirt, and hunger, and drunkenness, and lust. And
how, living with his mistressin a high tower while hisfollowersrioted and drank, Nicobar Starbridge had
written hislast great book, and in it he rgjected all knowledge and learning, and dreamed of anew
language with no words to describe the illusions of past and future, for of all the liesthat gave men power
over their brothers, these were the worst.

Abu said, “It was his last work, because soon &fter, the bishop’ sarmy took the city and burned it, and
burned dl hisfollowersaivein aterrible purge. Nicobar Starbridge was captured, and he wastakenin a
cage to the palace of the emperor, who kept akind of zoo for famous heretics. He put them in cages,
and in the evenings he liked to walk in the gardens and discuss philosophy and theology with them. I've
seen aportrait from that time. The emperor has dressed him up in scarlet robes, and has given him a
scepter like abishop or a prince of the church, asif he had never turned away. With his other hand, heis
grasping one bar of hiscage, and even in the painting you can see the whitening of hisknucklesashe
sueezesit. Heisvery ugly. Heiswal-eyed, and his hair and beard are very long. Helived inacagein
the emperor’ s garden until hewas very old.

“And that was dl. In most places, therevolt died out. But in Banaree, agroup of men and women made
aritud of cleansaing and rebirth—fire and water, I’ m not sure of the details. They purged themsdlves of dll
possessions and desires. They took to the woods before the soldiers came, to the great summer forests
of that year. At that time it was all untamed, stretching up without a breek to the far north.”

Therewas silence, and then awoman’ s voice came out of the dark. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why
areyou tdling usthis story? Who are these people?’

“You. Your ancestors.”
“But that isalong time ago.” Her tone was near despair. “1 am not old.”

“I’'msorry. I'm explaining so badly. I'm trying to explain why those people were attacking you tonight.



Why the people hate you.”
“Why do they hate us?’ asked the woman.

“Because you are different. And . . . other reasonstoo. Let metell you another story, this one from not
s0 long ago. Maybe some of you werethere” Abu paused and let the dark illuminate for him another set
of pictures, the lines and colors crude and childish, for he had been a child at the time. Antinomials attack
the mail. Portraits of atheists: children. Portraits of atheists: mother. Ridersin the snow. The canniba’s
dance. And he told them how in the last phase of winter, when he was just a schoolboy, an armed band
of antinomials, led by atal man with only one hand, had come down from the far north to loot the
farmersin that digtrict. They had stolen horses and murdered livestock, and for more than a month they
hed terrorized the people there, killing policemen, taking prisoners, burning farms, and stedling food. The
bishop sent an army, which chased them to a mountain north of Gaur. They had afortress there and
made a desperate defense, but the generd wasin no hurry. He surrounded them and starved them out,
but hundreds of days later when the walls were down and they were overwhelmed, he found that they
had kept themsalves dive by eating the bodies of their prisoners, and their brothers and sisterswho had
died fighting.

There was sllence again, and out of the dark came the same woman' svoice, desolate and low. “1 think
thereis no hope for me but death. | cannot understand these stories. | never . . . heard them before.
What are antinomias?’

Prince Abu sighed. “You,” he said. “People without names. Atheists. Cannibals. Y ou have no God.”

“Andwhatis...whatis God?’

“Sweet God,” prayed the bishop. At six 0’ clock the sun rose, white and heavy on the white horizon. The
bishop had been up adl night. “ * Sweet love,” ” she quoted happily. * “How sweet it isto watch you deep,
your body like an unstrung bow, unstrung by loving hands.” ” Thefestival had exhausted her, but the
worst was over, and she had been |eft donein the aromatic gardens of the temple to watch the sunrise
over therooftops of her city. Around her, sparkwood, dogwood, black magnolias, suntrumpets shot their
seed over the careful borders of the lawn; as she sat on the grass next to the fountain, streamers of
flowersfdl around her. It was the only garden for 300 miles, the only grass, the only flowers, the only
living trees.

“Sweet God,” she thought, and she turned her head and listened for His footstepsin the garden, where
Angkhdt himsdf had lived and worked, and tropical flowers grew miraculoudly in the open air, no matter
what the season. She had seen an orchid open to the snow. “ Sweet God,” she thought, “are you still with
me?’ because inevitably ceremonies and festivas—candles, solemn fat old men, the clustered spirit of a
million true believers—would pack into amass so ponderousthat it could crush astronger thing than
God. At night the bells, the chanting, the suffocating ritua would frighten Him away, and she was never
sure Hewould return. Every morning she sat alone, waiting in the garden for Histimid step.

Her metal headdresslay beside her. Carefully, so asnot to prick herself, she began to get out of her
clothes, recacitrant wire and layers of spun stedl, pulling the steel cloth down her arms and down her legs
until it lay like pedled snakeskin in the grass next to her boots. Shelet down her hair, pulling out the pins,
shaking it loose over her shoulders. And, dipping her steel skullcap into the pool, using it asabasin, she
washed the makeup from her face, rubbing the white pigment into milk, so that it ran down between her
breasts.

Sherinsed her face, and stood, and yawned, and walked deepily acrossthe lawn.

Sheleft her clotheswhere they lay; they were uncomfortable, and she was glad she wouldn’t have to put



them on again. The bishop had more than eighty thousand suits of clothes, onefor every day of the
interminable year. Mogt she would never live to see. Some of the more delicate ones, she knew, rotted
and were remade severa times between wearings. It was foolishness, something for the fat old men to
do, while undernesth she dways wore the same white dip. Blind, crippled, castrated, how could they
understand? She was the bishop, and in her heart she kept the heart of love, inviolate, unsuspected, the
crystal spark of the world' sfaith. There was no reason to wear anything at al.

She laughed and ran up the stepsinto the cloister, into the sanctuary on the way to her own room. She
stopped, reflexively, though she was eager to go on, eager to pull the curtains and lie down in her own
bed. Y et she was unwilling ever to waste amoment in the sanctuary, walking through it asif it werejust a
place between two places. So she hesitated by the marble columns at the entrance of the shrine, acave
where Angkhdt had lived for one full month of his great journey, deeping here with the so-called “black
woman” (“. . . amslike night, midnight, three o’ clock, dawn . . .”). Here he had written verses
seventy-one through one hundred and sixteen.

Nothing remained from that time. But at the end of the altar, next to an ail lamp, sat a statue of the
prophet. The marble gleamed in the light, heavy and ydllow, the hard heavy shoulders, heavy thighs. The
sculptor had gestured gently towards the old myth, ongating hisjaw alittle, putting hints of hair dong his
forehead and his cheeks, just aroughening of the stone. His eyeswere smple dits, but besides that his
face was human, and the small marks of deformity only emphasized his human parts, hiswide straight
nose, hismarblelips.

He held out his stone hands, empty most of the year, but today they carried the holiest relic in the world,
the skull of Angkhdt himself. It was broken in places and the jaw was gone, but al the cracks and joints
werefilled with slver, the jaw rebuilt with slver. The skull wastilted in the statue’ s hands, and the stone
eyeslooked down into the empty sockets of bare bone asif scanning them for movement, like adog.

“Please” asked Abu, “can | have adrink of water?’

“Thereiswater,” said the boy’svoice.

“Can'tyou light alight?I’m sick of thisdarkness. | fed asif | had been swalowed. There€ snoairin
here”

“Light can't hdp that.”

“No. | don’t suppose any of you have adrink,” continued Abu petulantly.
“Suppose”

“Oh, never mind. Water will dofine”

The boy lit amatch. It shone on tired faces, or people curled up deeping. Nobody moved, and it burned
out.

“Wdl?" demanded the prince.

“I don’'t understand,” said the boy. “Y ou want water. Thereiswater. Areyou lying to me?’
“| want someoneto get it. Please, will someone get it for me?’

“| don’'t understand,” said the boy again after a pause. “ Are you hurt?’

“No, I'mtired. | want someoneto get it. Or | won't tell you any more stories.”



Abu felt acup pushed into his hands. Hetook it and drank.
“You have no pride,” observed the boy.

Abu took another drink. “Y ou don't understand at dl,” he said. “ Y ou never will. Why you stay hereisa
mystery to me. Why you don’t go home.”

“I wasborn here. Thisismy home.”
“Y es, but there is nothing for you here. Why not go back?”

“I know the songs,” replied the boy. “No one can live there. There' snothing to eat. There' s nothing but
show.”

“But. .. hasn't it gotten warmer here since you were achild? It's spring there too. Up by Rang-river, it's
nothing but green grass. No large animals yet, but plenty of rabbits. The treeswon't grow back for
another generation. But God knows it’ s a better life than here.”

He heard movement in the little cave, exclamations, and ahand closed painfully around hisknee. “You're
lying,” saidtheboy. “Don'tlie”

“Why should | lie? Don’'t you know? Hasn't anybody ever left here to go back?’

“Yes” saidtheboy. “They aredive or dead. We are not like you. We can’t seeit through their eyes.”
“Then let metdl you.”

“No. You see, but you don't understand. | don’t want to see that way. Now there is grass. What color?’
“Green and gold.”

“Long or short?’

“Wag high”

“Snow on the mountains?’

“Yes. Near the peaks.”

“Birds?’

“I don’t know,” admitted Abu.

“Yes,” said the boy. “You see, | do know. There are birds of prey. Hawks and harriers.”

Therewas along silence, and then Prince Abu brokeit. “Let mefinish my story,” he said. “About the
cannibas. | haven't finished.”

“No,” said the boy. “I know what you will say. They wanted to kill us after we ate them. So they sent an
army when the weather changed. The Paradise thaw. They burned our town. Y our cousin was there.”

“You'reright,” said Abu, surprised.

“You think I'm stupid. But | was born here. | know how to talk, how to think. | learned everything |
could. I amyoung, and | can’'t livein apast | never knew, like my fathers and my mothers. Alwaysin the
past. The eternd present, dwaysin the past. But | can't live that way, because | want compensations for



davery. | want comfort . .. inmy mind. | want to want things, to believe things.”
There was apause. Abu brokeit dubioudy. “Wdll .. .”

“Tell meabout God,” said the woman’svoice.

Abu sighed and cleared histhroat.

“Thetruth,” demanded the boy fiercdly. “No lies. Not even one.”

“I don't think you know when you' rewel| off,” muttered Abu.

Then he spoke aloud. He told them about the power of the priests of Charn, how they owned every bird,
every fish, every dollar, every stone. He told them about the episcopa factories, and the million-acre
davefarms, and the towns of daves clustered around a single temple, making umbrdlas, sk, forks, olive
oil, adifferent product from each town. He told them about the parsons coming to visit newborn children,
casting horoscopes, checking for imperfections, listening to them cry. He said, “ They bdievethat when a
baby cries, it is saying something. It telsthe story of another lifetime. It mournsitssins. And the priest
listens, and in afew minutes he has given it afuture and a penance. He namesit. He engravesitsfuture on
its kin: education to such-and-such alevel; work; address; permission to marry; name of wife;
permission to breed; permissble food; permissible clothes; everything.”

“But you are different,” said avoice.

“Yes. | amaStarbridge.” Hetold them about the Starbridges, that enormous family from which al priests
and rich men came, dl generdsand kings. “ The laws aren’t meant for us, we have our own. And at one
time we could be born from any family. But the fourteenth bishop argued that God punished sinners by
placing them in poor families, and rewarded the virtuous by making them born rich. It' satheory caled
predetermination.”

Therewas aslence, and then the woman’'svoice said, “ Y ou're not telling me what | want to know.
Thereisareason for dl this. Somekind of . . . love. Tdl me about that.”

“It' stheway thingsare.”
“No. | don’t believe that. Thereis a man—was— ong ago. Someone. A reason why you live like this.”

“We have agtory,” said the prince. He told them the travel s of the prophet Angkhdt. He described for
them the painting on the door of every temple—Angkhdt turning the planets back towards the sun with
his bare hands; Angkhdt making an end to winter; Angkhdt bringing therain.

Hetold them about Paradise and the nine planets of hell. “ Thisisthefirgt of the nine planets, the most
beautiful of dl. But thereis something here, some smdll of failure or decay that ruins everything. Some
touch of desth that ruins everything.

“And when it snks from Paradise the soul comes here. And thisisjust the first of the nine planets. It
takes along timefor aman’ sflesh to burn away. It' sachemical process. Am | making sense? It'salong,
long journey back to Paradise. A long journey through the stars. It takes along time to come to Paradise
againwith al your human flesh consumed away.”

“But you. You aredifferent.”

“Yes,” sghed Abu, depressed by this unlooked-for understanding. “I am a Starbridge. The world was
put into my family’ s hands to keep this system working. And | won't die, unless| die by violence. I'll be



given drugs and put to deep. And when | am adeep, I'll dream. And out of every dream will grow
another dream, and it will be like walking through a sequence of rooms until | open the last door, and I'll
be homein Paradise again.”

He took another drink of water.

“That' sthe truth?” asked the boy’ svoice, finaly.

“That’swhat millionsbelieve.”

“Everywhere”

“No. Theworldishbig. I’'m talking about this empire, these dioceses. Elsewhere. . .”
“Wel?

“Elsewhere there are other legends.”

“Legends!” Abu fdt the boy’ s hand grab hisknee again, fingers pressing into his skin. “Barbarian! Do
you think | care about your legends? Do you think I’'m likeyou?1 livein the world. Bricks and stone, no
power on earth can changeit. Barbarian! Thisiswhat we ran avay from. My father’ sfather’s

father's. . . When he migrated into the physical world. Do you think | want to understand your theories?’

“Please” said Abu. “You'rehurting me. I'm sorry. It's. . . difficult.”

“Difficult!” Theboy did not rlax hisgrip. “Do you believeit?

“I believe. . . something.”

“Something!”

“Lifeisn’t perfect. There' sareason why lifeisn't perfect. | believe that. Please. Y ou' re hurting me.”
“But you live asif you bdieved it dl, don’t you? Starbridge!”

“Yes. | supposel do.”

“But how can you? Don't you understand—if it isnot true, every part of it, thenitisaviciouslie, every
part of it.”

Abu said nothing, and the boy continued. “Y ou don't care whether it’ s true or not. What do you care?
Y ou have your money.” Helet go of Abu’sleg to grab the purse out of hislap, and the prince wondered
how he could see so clearly in the dark. Abu heard the purse rip open, the coins flung away.

“You don’t care whether it'salie or not,” repeated the boy, softer now. “But | have nothing. Nothing to
lose. Listen to me. Y our power hangslike astone in aweb of lies. Who is the spider? Who reknits the
threads when they snap in every wind?

“What do you mean? There are thousands of priests.”
“Yes. Who isthe spider?’
“There sthe bishop.”

“Yes. The bishop. | have heard of the bishop. Thislegendisalie”



“There are parts of it no one believes,” admitted Abu.

“How can you say it so calmly? Y ou sit and grow rich in your palace. How can you do it? Are you

heppy?’
“No.”

“Nor I. But | have aplan for happiness. | have heard of the bishop. These soldierswho attack us, they're
cdled the Bishop' s Purge. They follow orders from the bishop, isthat true?’

“Yes, | suppose so. Ultimately.”
“Then I will kill thisbishop. And the gonein the web will fall.”

Part Three
Thanakar in Love

Spri ng isthe bitterest season of the year. A man in autumn, looking back on the bloodshed and the
frenzied cruety of these seasons long before his birth, isterrified by visons of the future. Perhagpsfrom a
high window he can see men and women working in the endless afternoon, freein their own fields. They
are happy, for they were born and grew up in the sunlight, in summer and in autumn, amid the birth and
rebirth of new ideas, new technologies, new freedoms, new pursuits. The grip of tyranny has loosened
fromther lives.

But civilization is bound to awhee among the sars, and dready in autumn the nights are getting cold. The
snow will come, the world will start to die as men, caught up in the process of their own survivd, will
abandon dl they love, let it recede into the past, amemory of Paradise. New sciences, new art, al the
new ways of making, the new freedomswill belost under the snow. And al that time the priests will wait,
blind and quiet in their temples as the world dies around them and new men are born who can't even
remember, and then they will take dl the strands of power back into their own hands, dowly, patiently,
oneby one.

Spring isthe starving timein Charn, eight thousand days from Paradise thaw until the sugar rain, and
nothing grows until the rain comes. But afew things reawaken, and when the ashes of the waterfront
were dtill hegped up in lingering piles, Doctor Thanakar experienced a new sensation—happiness. He
could fed it indgde him like aseed as he limped dong the paace gal eries between hislaboratory and his
gpartments, between the apartments of his patients.

Prince Abu had not come home for days, but finally the commissar had found him living in acave, an
antinomid bolt-hole where he had waited out the danger, dazed and wesak in everything but will. He had
not wanted to return, so the commissar had waited till he dept, and then had him bound and drugged and
carried home. He had woken in his own bed, in an uncharacteristic rage, and since then no one had seen
him, for he had locked his door. For afew days the doctor had sent messages, and pounded on the door
and waited outside, and sketched frustrated caricatures of hisfriend, emphasizing his baldness and hisfat.
The door was shut, and Thanakar pretended that he didn’t mind, pretended he was still angry at the way
the prince had ordered him away the night of theriots. He was used to hisfriend. Abu was a man without
the strength to resst. Fragile, clumsy, apologetic, he swallowed grievances until they choked him, and
then spit them back in fits of petulance, forgettable and soon forgotten.

So even as he sat scribbling outside the prince’ s door, Thanakar was happy. He sent messages and funny



notes, which were delivered with the prince’ sfood. He drew cartoons of mutual acquaintances and
patients—Starbridge officers whose hopel ess faces and pitiable wounds he could make grotesque with a
few deft dashes of his pencil; widows and spinsters past the legal age of childbirth, scared to desth of
dying, trying to delay with makeup and vitamins the moment when the bishop would send apothecariesto
put them all to deep; and awhole vicious series featuring Charity Starbridge, the prince’ ssster, the
commissar’ swife. These drawings were as crud as he could make them, because his new happiness was
haf on her account.

Long before, Prince Abu had tried to kill himsdlf, or tried to try. Even that, for ordinary people, wasa
desperate crime, the spiritual equivaent of breaking jail. In a Starbridge it was considered madness,
cowardice, derdliction of duty. Thanakar thought that perhaps he should fear a second attempt, but he
didn’t. It was part of hisnew optimism. He thought that eventudly, if he sat outsde long enough, the door
would open and Abu would stumble out, vague, apologetic, and very thirsty. In the meantime, after he
had folded up his drawings and dipped them under the door, Thanakar would limp down the halway
amog every day to vist Charity Starbridge. She was &fflicted with akind of melancholiacommon among
young women of her class—acombination of idleness, loneliness, and drugs. The persondlity relaxers
prescribed for married women by the bishop’s council had certain side effects. She complained of
giffnessin her neck. Shewas il too shy to look Thanakar in the face, so he would stand behind her
chair to talk to her. She would loosen the strings of her bodice and pull the cloth down over the hump of
her thin shoulder, and he would stand behind her with his hands around her neck, rubbing and caressing
S0 gently at first, and then harder until he felt her musclesloosen, and her head fell forward of itsown
weight, and her black hair fell around her face.

In those days, too, he had another patient. At first he had gone secretly. But astime went on he became
cardess, and vigted in plain daylight, and brought his car. It was more convenient, so that he didn’'t have
to carry the gifts he brought—fruits and vegetables, blankets and warm clothes. And aways thingsfor the
little girl: sweets, dresses, picture books. Hisfather had had a dictum: “ Stroke them and they bite you,
whip them and they lick your hand.” Asusud, hisfather had been hdf right. Her teethmarks till showed
on histhumb from the first night he had washed her and changed her bandages, so at first he was careful
not to touch her again, but sat and gave directionsto her mother. Even o, thefirst few times, Jenny’s
little body was tiff and frightened, her eyestull of suspicion when she saw him. But Thanakar was clever
enough to be patient. He would dump the presents he had brought her carelesdy onto the floor, and the
next time they would show signs of her touch. And one day he brought her adoll with awhite porcelain
head, and shetook it gravely from his hands.

Her fever and the painsin her chest yielded to antibiotics, and her infections dried. After two weeks she
would smile when he came into the room, and after two weeks more she would wait for him by the
window and run to greet him as he limped up the path. Then she would take him by the hand, and they
would go for walks, or she would rub her cheek along the deeve of his coat when they sat together on
the bed. Hewould put his arm around her shoulder, and she would snuggle up against the soft materid,
sucking her thumb, peering a the picture book that he was holding in hislap.

As he watched the absorption with which she studied theillustrations, he felt a mixture of emotions. He
had brought her al his own books, the ones he had loved when he was a child—stories of magic and
fantasy, boys turned into eagles, adventures at the bottom of the sea. Some of the margins were marked
in hisown childish handwriting, and some of the picturesweretorn in away that brought back some
urgent, long-forgotten memory. At such times, looking at her serious pae face, the way her legs dangled
without touching the floor, he felt himsdlf trangported back to his own miserable childhood, the days of
studying those same picture books while the endless winter howled outside. Then, reading, he had not
been looking into the padt, but to the future, amagic time when he would be aman and al wrongswould
berighted, al insults savagely avenged. Now, looking back, he could remember awhole scene—some



burning humiliation, and in the end he had run into his room, damming the door, pulling the book violently
from the shelf, so that the picture tore just so. Then, knedling over it, he had put hisfinger on the tear,
studying the picture without seeing it, as he was doing now. And in an ingtant, the boy raised hisfaceto
gareinto the future just as Thanakar looked back into the past, their eyes meeting asif through a
sequence of mirrors.

He, too, had been an only child, though the bedroom in hisfather’ s house was not like this. Hisown
room had been unusudly luxurious, asif his parents had tried to expiate through luxury the guilt they felt a
hating him for something that was not hisfault. No, not hate, surdly, but disappointment, and it amounted
to the samething, for he had hated himsdlf loydly for their sakes. He remembered his mother holding her
arms out, and he had limped into her arms. And al the way, across acres and acres of polished floor, he
was studying her face, convinced that it was only through the most muscular exertions of her will that she
was able to keep that mask of love over her face. Later he had cometo realize how his own sengitivity
was cheating him, but it didn’t help, because the cause wasred: he redlly was a cripple, and he was their
only child. In those days his limping had been worse. Every phase of winter, every phase of spring had
brought with it anew therapy, anew series of operations, something that might show some progress and
sgueeze some dispensation from the priests. Each one had aggravated his condition, until he could barely
wak. And even though he knew ingtinctively that he couldn’t begin to heal until they |eft him done, till he
submitted to every cure with masochistic glee. He took pleasure in the incompetence of surgeons. He had
decided to become a doctor.

Sitting with hisarm around the little girl, sometimes he felt heloved her because of the mark on her
cheek. It was alarge red mark near her left ear, and a priest would say that God had pinched her
underneath the ear before releasing her into the world, to mark her with His curse. They had said
something like that about his leg, though her case was much more serious because she was born like thét,
and because her family was poor. He wondered how she had escaped growing up in prison, but by the
time he and Jenny had become close enough to Sit like that, side by side, he no longer spoketo her
parents much. At first they had been eager to please. They had accepted his gifts with a humility that had
made him wonder whether he was doing the right thing. They kept the house clean for hisvidts. But after
Jenny waswdl and he kept coming, they changed. The woman became surly and uncommunicative, the
man increasingly nervous. Gradually the dirt started to come back, asif cleanlinesswere just awhim of
hiswhich they no longer wanted to indulge. Thanakar didn’t care. Even though he understood how they
were beginning to fear him, to wish their poverty didn’t oblige them to accept his gifts, still they did
accept them. Aslong asthey did, the doctor felt that he could come when he pleased. Their nervousness
and sullenness made him impatient. Surely they could see how clean his motives were. They thought he
wastrying to stedl her. But her poverty was part of what he loved, her stupid parents and her filthy
house. But if hedidn’t fed capable of explaining thisto them, it was because in another sense he redized
that their fears were justified, that every smile she gave him took her farther away.

Heloved the way they loved her. Other parents would have given her up to thejudicid system and
forgotten her, but these had become outlaws for her sake. He thought about his own parents. For along
time he had felt asif he owed them nothing, because of the pain of those operations on hisleg. But yet,
how unfair children are. He had been so eager. Perhaps, if he had not been so eager, his parents would
have desisted after thefirst few failures. They could not have been expected to understand that his
eagerness was away of gathering up justificationsto use against them in his heart. It was the way he had
found to overwhelm his spontaneous fedlings for them—the natura love of the miserablefor the
magnificent. In Jenny’ s parents he had seen at first some of that same love in theway they had treated
him, and now he saw some of thework it took to bury it. They were unfair to him, like children.

“I"'m worried about your hedlth,” hetold Jenny’ sfather. The man was sitting donein his consulting room
with hishead in his hands, his snuffpots around him on the floor. The doctor stood in the doorway, and as



he spoke the man raised his face, handsome, with his daughter’ s pale skin and perfect features. He
blinked, asif unable to recognize his guest, and then got wearily to hisfeet to make the gestures of

respect. Hewas very thin.
“Don’t get up,” said Thanakar.

“I would prefer to stand, gir.”
Thanakar shrugged. “1’m worried about your hedth,” he said again.
“You'retoo good, Sir.”

Thanakar examined hisvoicefor traces of irony. He found irony mixed with unhappinessin equa parts,
but even so it would have been enough to make him give up, angry, if he had not aready rehearsed what
he was going to say: “I want you to stop this. Thisemployment. If you continue, you'll die. You'll be
dead in athousand days.”

The man sghed. “What must | do, sir?’

“I don’t know. | didn’t think you’ d be sorry to giveit up.”

“It' smy work, sr.”

“Yes, | know,” said Thanakar, irritated. “What | meaniis, | could help you to find something better.”
“Y ou are too good.”

“Damnit!” cried the doctor. “Why do you ingst on turning me away? | want to help you. Do you think |
come herefor mysdlf?’

“Yes, ar.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. If we can't be polite, at least let usbe sensible. Y ou' reright, of course. But we
both have something to offer. Haven't | given you enough money to give this up, to start something new?’

“What, Sr?’

“Wdl, what isyour name?’
“Pentecod, Sir.”

“Not that name. Y our working name.”
“Wood."

“Wereyou alumberman?’
“Carpenter, Sir.”

“Silled?

“Yes gr.”

“Sowhy can't you set yoursalf up somewhere? [l give you the money. Who' sthe chaplain of the guild
here?1’ll talk to him.”

“I have no papers, sir. Surely you must redlize that. | ran away from . . . home, when Jenny was born.



They were going to put her in prison.”
((l %l”

“I don’t think you do, sir. Otherwise you wouldn’t leave your car down in the square and walk herein
broad daylight. Do you think aman like you isn't noticed? Asfor my hedth, I’ m grateful for your
concern, but | don’t have asingle client now. God, | wish I’d had the strength to turn you out after the
first night, but my wife was begging me, and how was| to know you'dbeso . . . cardess? | wish I'd had
the strength to run away. Now it’stoo late.”

“Isthat what you want?’ asked Thanakar, after apause.

“Don’'t you understand? My daughter isthe only thing | have. Up until now, there was never away for
me to hope even the smallest hope for her. But you'll be able to do something for her, won’t you, sir?

Y ou'reapowerful man. You'll find someway to protect her. That night you came, shewas so sick. And
now she’ swell. Don't you think I’'m grateful for that? Sincerely?” He looked sincere, his hands clasped in
front of him, hisdark eyes.

“Y ou make mefed ashamed,” said Thanakar.

“Oh no, sr. We're nothing without you. Y ou’ ve been so kind. She' s happy when she' swith you. Don't
think | can't seethat.”

Because he was ashamed, Thanakar packed his bag and set out for the mountain.

Hetook an eevator up to the topmost roof of hiswing of the palace, and from there the way led up
dozens of flights of steep stone steps. It took amost an hour to climb. The way was unguarded; it was
never used, for mogt traffic drove dong the roadway and up through the fifteen gates dong the other sde.
Thanakar didn’t want to cross that many barriers. Evenin his car it would have taken longer, for at each
gate they would have found waysto delay him, though in the end they would have had to et him pass.
On foot, the path was difficult for him, and he took time to rest whenever the stairs broadened past a
deserted blockhouse or abandoned barbican. The bishop no longer had the men to guard al the
entrances up into the prison. Even at the top, the gate was unguarded. Out of breath, Thanakar stood
under the gigantic arch, letting his gaze passidly over theinscriptions: justificationsfor the prison’'s
exigence, six-foot lettersin alanguage nobody could read. Behind him, far below, the city stretched
away into the hills. Far in the distance, he could see the towers of the bishop’ s paace, the Temple of
Kindness and Repair, glinting in the afternoon sun. The air wasrich and quiet. Sparrows quarreled at his
feet.

He passed in underneath the arch and stood squinting across a stone parade ground, one of four, dmost
amile across. Hies buzzed, and here too the air seemed ill and drowsy. The mountain, so big that even
from here you could only see apart of it, risng up layer by layer, circle after circle of black battlements,
filling the sky, disgppearing into the clouds—even the mountain had adrowsy aspect, asif the crimes
committed there were so ancient and bulky, so much an indissoluble part of the rock, that they had lost
their urgency. They had no voice. Theair was perfectly gill. The building douched on its foundations like
abloated old dictator peacefully deeping in hischair.

A company of soldiers came out through a postern gate on the far sde of the parade ground. Their
needlelike footsteps, the click of their boots, the officer’ s sharp cries seemed blunted at first by distance
and the heavy atmosphere. The doctor picked up his bag and shuffled towards them, and as he did so,
the sounds regained their edge—the steelshod boots, the metalic clash of their weapons—until he came
near and they whed ed to face him, saluting in formation, smashing their rifle butts to the stones. Then
everything was quiet once again asthey waited for him to cross dong their front, but it was a different



kind of silence, tense with embarrassment and broken by a noise the doctor had not noticed before, the
ragged patter of hislimp.

Thanakar moved down theline, feding unusudly deformed. But he put his shoulders back and, aswas
his unhappy custom, examined their facesto seeif they were laughing at him. They weren’t, but for him
the soldiers' earnestness gave them acollective irony that would have been dissipated by asingle
quivering lip. Thanakar searched eagerly for some sign of mockery, but there was nothing, just popeyed
boyishness and siff black uniforms. They were so young. Thanakar passed the officer, adark clean boy,
hisface frozen into arictus of subservience, and the doctor felt hisfirst contemptuous ingtincts being
polluted by asmall amount of sadness. There was no reason for young men to be clever if they were
going to die so soon. The eterna war in which their fathers and grandfathers had fought was al around
them, yet it was eadily forgotten. There was no news, not even lies; there never had been. But Thanakar
caught wisps of rumorsfrom his cousinsin the army. Even they knew nothing. There was fighting near the
city now. Y ou could hear the guns sometimes—where? North, east, west—you only saw it indirectly by
how many things were missing: how empty the shops seemed, how pitiful the food available to the poor,
how few men in acrowd.

The soldiers marched away, and Thanakar crossed the rest of the parade ground. He entered the
mountain through asmall postern, thirty feet high, carved in the shape of the twenty-first bishop’sopen
mouth. The stairsled up histongue. Ingde, al was submission and subservience, though as he penetrated
the dingy corridors, the cell-like offices so small they made you forget where you were, the wardens and
the guards seemed increasingly sullen. He was abusing hisright. They knew it, and they hated him for it.
At the checkpoints, he held his pams up with contemptuous noncha ance, and they were powerlessto
disobey. They knew better than anyone the pendties for disobedience.

In awindowless cubicle, he stopped before the desk of the subdirector for the ninth day of the week, a
middle-aged man with aface full of warts, too ugly for active service, Thanakar supposed. No, the white
ribbon of the winter war snaked through his buttonholes, and in his eyes there was alook of—what?
Intelligence? Thanakar reminded himself that these men were dl criminds, rapists, murderers, toadies,

Y et as aways, they had human voices.

“| thought we had seen you for the last time, Sir,” said the man. His name was Spanion Locke, printed on
acard pinned to the front of hisuniform.

“Y ou were mistaken.”

Locke stared at him sadly. Then he shrugged. “Where do you want to go?’

“Heretics”

“Heretics” Theman sighed. “Sir, can| ... may | ask you what you' re planning on doing?’
“No.” The doctor had no idea himsdlf.

“Will you open your bag?’

“It' smy private property.”

“Sir, you understand it’ s againgt the law to bring unauthorized drugsinto the wards.”

“That can't apply to me.”

“No, sr. But may | ask you what you' re planning to accomplish? We have more than one million inmates
I,He"l



“l know that.”

“Yes, gr. But if you'rejust trying to prove apoint, | thought you might want to know what effect it hason
other people.”

“What do you mean?’

“Well, gr, for onething, if | let you pass, I'll lose my job.”
“My heart bleeds, Lieutenant.”

“Ceptan, sr.”

“I’'m sorry. | guess| anticipate.”

“Very funny, sir. I’'m not talking about that. After your last visit, the chaplain made the pendties very clear
if you cameagain. Asl say, | anunableto preventit. But...”

“Please, Captain, pare your breath. Any punishment they give you has been earned ahundred times, I'm
sure”

“Do you know what the pendty isfor treason, Sr? Have you seen it?’

Thanakar said nothing, and the captain licked hislips. “That'sdl right, Sir,” heresumed. “1 won't beg.
I"ve got my pride. I'm God' s soldier, and | do what I’ m told. But aslong as you' re such a humanitarian,
gr, | thought you might care to imagine what your life might have been likeif you had been born with my
name and my tattoos. Do you think we' re here on voluntary service? No offense, gr. It would be
different if you could do some good up there. But aslong asyou can't, don't you see, it'sa sdlfish act,
and it’ s not you who' Il bear the consequences. What can they do to you?’

“Youthink it'ssdfish of metorisk my life...”

“Not your life, gr,” interrupted the captain. “My life” A drop of perspiration ran down behind his ear and
under hisuniform. He swaited it asif it were afly.

“I''m sorry to speak so blunt, sir,” he resumed. “1’m not complaining. | do what I'm told. But | thought
| 1d &.”

“I’'m sorry, Captain Locke. I've made up my mind.”

Themanlicked hislips. “Then that’ sdl right, Sr,” he said. “No reason to gpologize.” He stepped back
towards his desk and picked up aring of keys. “Heretics, wasit?1’ll run you up myself.” He called into
an inner room, and a young man came out and stared with dumb horror at the doctor and the ring of

keys.

“Not to worry, Sergeant,” continued Locke. “I’ll take him up myself. Just mind the store.” Relief washed
into the young man’sface, but the silent question stayed unchanged until the captain answered it with a
grim, amost imperceptible shake of his head.

The biter reined his horse at the gates of the Temple of Kindness and Repair. He had been riding since
before dawn, and he was happy and not ready to dismount. So he pulled his horse away and spurred it
savagely up adope of loose rock to the left of the gate; after the long ride, the animal was exhausted and
bewildered, and it dipped and dmost sstumbled at the new exertion. The biter snarled and cut it with his
whip, but at the top of the dope, he could see the city in the distance and the black mountain rising to the
clouds. There he relented, and reached back behind his saddle to stroke the cut skin. He loved this



horse, not amiserable, beet-fed barbarian creature, but areal horse, huge, wild, carnivorous, black. He
stroked its bloody flank.

He had been riding for eleven days, up from the imperia capita, with messages and amandeate for
power. A barbarian would have taken a dozen retainersand atrain. But it was dready raining in the
South; the bridges and the tracks were al washed out, and he had been glad to leave hisregiment to
underlings and ride on aone. Nothing ever gave him as much pleasure asriding, the horse staggering
off-balance and half mad with fatigue. He stripped the glove from his hand and stroked the animal
lovingly, and looked out over the city. It belonged to him. Hewasfree.

His other hand was just astedl claw; he cursed and shook it, but in fact he remembered the city only
vagudly. It had been along time since he had seen it, and then it was only through eyes darkened by
ignorance and hate, through the bars of his cage as they dragged him through the Streets after the canniba
war, the barbarians spitting and shouting. He barely remembered because as dways, the past wasto the
present astherider to the horse, unimpressive and mean, though it cut with the whip, kicked with the

sour.

A group of monks and soldiers gathered near the gate, and he watched them with amixture of impatience
and ddight. He himsdlf bore the message of hisown arriva. They gestured and talked among themselves,
frightened by the giant stranger on the giant horse. Down below, he had jumped thewall. Here, he
watched their faces widen and contort as he brought his horse back down the dope, and when he
reached the flat he spurred it to agdlop again. The soldiers scattered, reaching for their pistols, though
one tood firm, an old sergeant at the middle of the gate. A brave man, thought the biter. He would be
rewarded for hisbravery. But in the meantime, the biter lashed him in the face with hiswhip as he
galoped through the gate into the first of ninety courtyards, where the guard was turned out to greet him.

They stood around himin acircle, awaiting the order to fire. He reined his horse so sharply that it aimost
collgpsed, then sat till and glowered at them while they stared open-mouthed dong their rifle barrels.
The sergeant camein, limping, with the blood running from his cheek, but before he could give the order,
the biter stripped his white scarf back from his collar to show the crimson star, the crimson dog’ s head a
histhroat. He dismounted stiffly, and as the sergeant came up, tossed him thereins. “My nameis Aspe,”
he announced in his harsh voice. “| have ordersfor the bishop.”

The elevator ride to the heretics section took twenty minutes. The captain had brought abook, so
Thanakar sat slent on astool, swallowing periodicaly to release the pressurein his ears. When the doors
opened, they were dmogt at the top of the mountain, near where one of four uncompleted towers broke
from its base, up towards the spiderweb cathedra hidden in the clouds.

Thiswasthe Tower of Silence; to get there, the captain led Thanakar up stairs and down stone corridors,
and out into an open space severd acresin extent, where the air seemed different from below: wetter,
colder, whiter. The sun wasin the center of aswirl of mist.

Because it was unfinished, the tower had no roof. Masons worked in the open air 700 feet above
Thanakar’ s head as he entered through a metal door. At that distance he couldn’t see them, but he could
hear the chink of their hammers, and occasionaly some pieces of stone or mortar dust would fall down
through the vast, empty cylinder, down past him into nothingness, for the void stretched down into
darknessaswell asup into light, until the eye waslost. He stood on a narrow meta bacony, riveted to
the insde of the stone chimney, and looked up past the spird tiers of cdls. The sky waswhite and far
away, alittlewhite disk.

Likedl partsof the prison, it was very quiet. There were no wardens or guards. No movement caught
his eye. The place seemed uninhabited.



“|sthere asection for antinomials?’ he asked.

Without speaking, Captain Locke led the way to the end of the spird, rising some distance away out of
the circular balcony on which they stood. He unchained a stedl gate, and they started up atrack of
welded sted, circling gradudly upward along the inside of the tower. The metal rang under their
footsteps. To their left was the empty void, lit from above through the open roof. At intervals below,
lamps rimmed balconies smilar to the one they had just left. Looking down, Thanakar could see them,
rings of light, gradually diminishing in Sze until they resolved into an evil glow. To theright werethe cdls,
piled three high, the top ones reached by metd ladders. Insde, they were dark, illuminated only by fitful
gleamsfrom the captain’ storch. He swung it cardesdy to mark their way, and occasiondly the light
would flit into acell and catch some object therein its moving circle, aheap of bedding, aglint of metd, a
living shape, the striped bars of the cage.

“How many people are imprisoned here?’” whispered Thanakar.

“Capacity isone hundred thousand.” The captain spoke in hisnormal voice. In the haf-dark, it sounded
like shouting. “ Present occupancy isamost two,” he added expressionlesdy.

“All heretics?’

“Onekind or another. These are lunatics, here. Paranoids.” The captain paused and shone hislight into a
cdl they werejudt passing. In the middle of atiny room, awoman sat, completely motionless, tied to a
chair. Bound hand and foot, nevertheless, she gave the impression of movement, of implacable energy, as
if shewere straining every muscle againgt the cordsthat confined her. They cut into her flesh. Her wrigts
were bound to the arms of her chair, but her fingers siretched trembling at their furthest extent. Her head
was sunk low on her breast, but asthey passed she raised her head dowly into the light, and Thanakar
gasped because for an ingtant it was asif she had no mouth. The lamp had resolved her white gag into
her white face, a square piece of tape stuck to her lips. Aboveit, her eyes stared at him, insane,
malignant, her pupils bleached white in the glare. Her hair was long and neatly brushed.

“My God,” whispered Thanakar.
“Yes. My God,” said the captain in his expressionless voice.
“How long can shelivelike that?’

“It depends.” The captain flicked hislight onto a card stuck to the bars of the cell. “ She’ sbeen herefive
months.”

“Five hundred days. It'snot possible.”

For an answer, the captain turned his lamp away and resumed walking. Thanakar had to hurry to keep
up. He gripped the guardrail spasmodically, and sometimes his feet sumbled on the rivets of the track.

They walked in sillence for what seemed like hours. Severd timesthe doctor had to stop and rest hisleg,
and dways his companion stopped and waited for him without speaking. For some reason, it seemed
warmer asthey rose higher. Moisture glistened on the walls.

“We' re getting close,” said the captain presently.

The cellswere larger here, and there were several prisonersin each one. They squatted, crouched, and
lay full length, and asthe light passed, they turned to look and made small noises with their chains.

“Adventigts,” said the captain.



They continued on. The cells were large enough to permit standing, and rows of men stood watching
them, holding onto the bars with manacled hands. They didn’t wear gags, but till they made no sound,
just an occasiond soft clink as they moved their feet or moved their heads to watch the passage of the
lamp. They were dark men, tall and hairy, from the eastern provinces, with wide, flat faces and ditted

eyes.
“Rebd Angdls” sad the captain.
“Why don'’t they spesk. Why are they so still?”

“They have no tongues.” Asif to confirm the captain’ swords, one of the prisoners grinned as they
walked past, and opened his mouth to show his toothless gums and where his tongue had been cut away.

Above them, the masons had finished work, and the sky was dark. They continued on, up into the
highest reaches of the tower. The captain stopped before along cage. “ Antinomids,” he said.

For thefirst time, the doctor could smell urine and human filth mixing with the sweet pervasive prison
disnfectant. The captain sniffed. “Nobody likesto come up here much,” he remarked.

Inthe cdll, an old man sat with hislegs stretched out aong the floor, his back againgt thewall. He raised
his head when the light hit him. And when he saw the doctor he snarled a him with animal mdice, his
eyes gleaming, hislips curled back againgt his gleaming carnivorous teeth; and in the perfect silence
Thanakar could swear he heard alow, throbbing growl. He took a step backward and the sound
intensfied, and athroaty rattle mixed with it. The antinomia was marked, alivid cross and circle branded
between his brows.

“He s got something wrong with him, sir,” said the captain. “ This one does. Under his pants. Wait, you
can't seeit. Wait till he moves. There.” He brought the beam of light down the antinomia’ sright leg, and
Thanakar could see part of a clumsy bandage where the cloth was ripped below his knee.

Conscious of hisown sweat, he turned back towards the captain, in time to see him amile. “Maybe you
should have stayed down in Birth Defects, like before, sir. Or Perpetua Care. Y ou won't find much
grétitude up here.

“Goon, gr, please” he continued, when Thanakar said nothing. “1’ d hate to lose my job without a
reason.” He was holding out the key.

Stung, Thanakar took it and unlocked the cage. No sooner had he stepped inside when the antinomial
sprang up from the floor and flung himself acrossthe cdll, but the chain around his middle jerked him
back. Thanakar squatted down and opened his bag, while the antinomia glared a him maevolently. With
careful fingers, he prepared a hypodermic syringe and stood up, and the antinomial stood up aso, dmost
two feet taller, and reached out one huge hand to point at him. They stood staring at one another for a
moment, and then the antinomid dowly shook his head and dropped his hands down to hiswaist.

“I want to help you,” said Thanakar.

The antinomia took hold of the chain around hiswaist. It seemed too little for his strength. He Sarted to
pull onit to test the links, and when he found one he liked, he tensed his muscles, and in awhile the metal
seemed to bend under his hands.

At that moment the captain turned his flashlight out. In the sudden blackness, Thanakar could hear the
creak of bending metal and hear the captain smile ashe said, “ They can seein the dark. Y ou know that,
sr?’



Thanakar took a step backward. “Turn it on, Captain,” he said, as calmly as he could. “Y ou don’'t want
to be reborn as amouthful of spit on Planet Nine.”

The captain laughed. “Y ou' re abrave one, aren’t you, Sr?’
“I'maStarbridge.”

“Ooh, well said, gr. Y ou deserve somelight for that.” He flicked the torch on and then off again, but long
enough for Thanakar to see where he had dropped his bag. He stooped to pick it up and took another
step backward. Then he heard the sound of the breaking chain, and Locke must have heard it too,
because the flashlight came back on, and Thanakar could see him draw his pistol. But the antinomia did
nothing. He just stood therein the circle of light with the broken chain between hisfingers. Then he
spoke, in avoicerusty from disuse. He said, “Don't play games. No games. Not with me. Go now.
Now.” He pointed towards the door.

Thanakar went. He turned and walked up the ramp again, and the captain followed him, gtill smiling. “Oh,
comeon, gr,” hesad, after alittlewhile. “It'snot as bad asthat. | could have locked you in. Y ou left the
key in the door. Trusting of you. Believe me, | was tempted.”

“What' sthe penalty for murdering a Starbridge?’

“They can’t kill me more than once, sir. Besides, the chaplain offered me adispensation, in case the
opportunity came up. Believe me, it would have been the solution to al our problems.”

Thanakar turned back. “ The chaplain offered you a dispensation to murder me?’ he asked.
“Not murder. An accident. It was a choice between that or a court-martia.”
“Thenwhy didn’'t you?’

Captain Locke smiled. “I'm ardigiousman, sir. And | have my pride. Believeit or not, | respect what
you aretrying to do. | don't respect the method. | mean the intent.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Thank you too, Sir, inaway. | won't be sorry to leave thisplace. It snot like I’ ve got afamily. My son
died here, in Ward Thirty-One. Hewas crippled, sir. Like you.”

They walked together up the ramp. “Where are the people from Rang-river?’ asked Thanakar. “ The last
crusade. Arethere any left?’

“I think there are acouple.”
They walked past cages of increasing sSize. Some had severadl dozen inmates,

“Here,” said the captain. “Try these.” He unlocked the door of one and stood aside. Thanakar forced
himsdlf to step in without looking, and when he was inside he turned around gratefully and smiled in spite
of himsdlf. It could have been worse. The captain reached in and turned on an overhead bulb. It
illuminated six women againgt thefar wall, lying or Sitting in hegps of straw. They paid no attention to him.

The captain wrinkled his nose at the stench. “No ratshere, Sir,” he remarked. “ They eat them.”

Thanakar |ooked around, relieved and encouraged by this smal attempt to disgust him. The place was no
worse than the worst nightmares: the smell, the sweaty walls, the women lying in rags, the oppressive
slence emphasized rather than disturbed by the whine of the fluorescent light.



“These were from Rang-river?’

“Yes, sr. Themaesweredl killed, by and large. The femaes were brought down, | forget the reason. It
was before my time. There used to be alot more.”

They had been young girls then. Now they were fully grown, and some even looked old, or at least their
bodies did, withered and wasted on their giant skeletons. But their faces still looked young, because,
again, no experience had marked them—the eternal present of their childhoods, the eternal present of
their cdll. Becauseit' s not pain that changes you, thought Thanakar; it' s the memory of pain, the memory
of happiness. No one else could have survived so long here. In away, their childhoods had been perfect
training for alifein prison. Herein their cell, freedom and bondage had resolved.

“They used to ang dl thetimein here,” remarked the captain. “ All day and dl night, when | first came.
Y ou used to hear them al the way down. They’ ve stopped, now.”

Thanakar remembered the storytdler from Rang-river, singing to him and Abu the whole night while Abu
drank. “Even in the purest there are deep biting ingtincts,” he had said. Thanakar remembered the phrase
now, because one of the women was looking at him with eyesfull of caculation. It made her look foreign
inthat place: alarge woman, with yellow hair and straight hard features. She seemed hedlthier than the
others, more flesh on her bones, more supple and muscular under her ripped clothes.

“You,” shesaid. Her voice was low and musical, even in asingle word, because music seemed to
surround it, like the setting around ajewd . She might be beautiful, thought Thanakar. Or perhaps she
once had been, before her face was branded with the cross and circle, and marred by self-awareness.
She sat cross-legged, stroking the hair of another woman, who lay with her face hidden in her lap. “Y ou,”

she repeated.
“Y es? Please talk to me. Don't be afraid. I’ m adoctor.”

“Yes, Doctor. My sister isdying.” She dropped her eyes and stroked the woman'’ s hair. Thanakar
stepped to look and squatted down. The woman lay on her side, breathing softly. Her right forearm was
swollen, and the skin was green and mottled purple. He could smell therot.

“Itisbest tokill her. Sheisin pain,” said the ydlow-haired woman in her luminous voice.

“ShethinksI’m aparson,” muttered Thanakar. He took the sick woman'swrist in hishand, but she
whimpered and pulled awvay.

“Look at her,” said the yellow-haired woman. “Sheisin pain. Sheisfreetoliveor die, but painis
something dse”

Thanakar sat back on hishedlsin the straw. “ She can't stay here,” hetold the captain.

Spanion Locke stared at him evenly, and then shifted his eyesto look out through the bars of the cell, out
into the dark.

“WEe ve got to take her down,” said the doctor presently.

When the captain turned back, his face had changed, asif softened in the heat of the room. It was il
ugly, or rather still more so, asif his deformed features were struggling with fedings even more deformed.
“Youcan't,gr,” hesaid at last. “You just can't. Y ou know you can’'t. Why doyou . . .” and he broke
off, hismouth till working, hiseyesfilled with tears.

A minute passed, and then the doctor shrugged and started to unpack his bag. He leaned over the sick



woman and took her arm into hislap. Shetried to pull away, and turned to face him, and opened a pair
of glass-green eyes. The doctor tried to lose his misgivingsin activity, arranging bottles on the floor,
choosing syringes, but whenever he touched her she cried out. He took out dicing hooks, and clamps,
and body shears, and incense, and agold statuette of Angkhdt the Preserver, and he arranged them on a
piece of cloth. He took out achart of the planets and, glancing at his wristwatch, made calculationsin red
chak on the sone floor, and drew circles with starsinside, and diagrams of the zodiac, and abbreviated
prayersin aspecia doctor’ s script. Y et every time he touched her, the woman kicked and moaned.
“Don't torture her, Doctor,” said her sister with the yelow hair. “It’s pointless, now that sheisamost
free” Thanakar lit acandle and said nothing, only frowned at the hypodermic point as he prepared an
anaesthetic. Then he put it down. He looked at Captain Locke. “What do you think?’ he asked.

“Shell dieanyway, won't she, Sir?’
“Probably. Up here”

“Then don't be dfish, gr. Give her what she wants.”

Charity Starbridge switched on the light in her bedroom in the commissar’ stower far below. At the
moment when the doctor was making the first gestures of hisart, had lit the incense and made arow of
chalkmarks along the antinomid’ s forearm, representative of the Angkhdtian symbolsfor cleanlinessand
hedlth, aswell as chemica diagrams of the nine principa causes of infection—at that moment Charity was
thinking about him as she lay in bed. Though not as he gppeared then, stripped to his undershirt, hislong
face dripping swest, but in hisdark blue Starbridge uniform, as he looked that night when her husband
had invited him to dinner. He was not handsome, but that didn’t matter. Her life had been so sheltered,
she had never formed an image of the word. Except for Abu and the commissar, she had not seen
another man of legd breeding age since before the time she found them interesting. Not even aservarnt,
not even at adistance. Her bedroom had no windows. It contained nothing but one enormous bed.
According to scripture and commentary and tradition, she was not supposed to let asingle outside
interest diffuse the energy of holy love. According to scripture; but her parents had married her to aman
three times her age, who had already been burned to a cinder on the altar of matrimony by three
dedicated wives. She had inherited their bed and their library, but the devotionad literature disturbed her
rest, o that sometimes she would wake up in the middle of the night, out of breath from dreaming.

Awake, her naturd modesty, her smplicity, her ignorance dl filled her mind with such amigt thet the
figures of her dreamswerelogt init. They capered just beyond the limits of her imagination. And though
in her dreamsthey had no faces, when she was awake that’ sdl they had, or rather, one face only, the
doctor’s, the only face she knew. She saw it now, risng from the mist, huge, disembodied like agod, his
high pae forehead, hislong hair, his short black beard. That afternoon, she had fallen adeep over a
book, and in the evening when she turned on the eectric light beside her bed, hisface was dl that she
had | eft, even though she knew her dream had not been about him.

For months she had been suffering from akind of lethargy. She lost weight, dept twelve hours out of the
day, had no interest in anything. She bardly spoke. It was against law and tradition for her to have
unpleasant and unhappy thoughts. That wasimpossible to police, but lately shefound it hard to think of
anything acceptable to say. She had forgotten dl of the charm, dl of the mannersthat she had learned in
school. The commissar had noticed it. He was agentle old man; too gentle. When the doctor cameto
see her, he stood behind her and stroked her neck, and the commissar was so kind, he didn’t even stay
in the same room. She had everything to make her happy, she reflected sadly.

She picked up her book from whereit had falen beside her pillow. Aspects of Religious Theory. She
tried to find her place.

... inthat area, orthodoxy has combined with an older paganism. They believe that the universe was



created out of the semen of Beloved Angkhdt, and, more specificaly, spring rain comes from the same
source, which isresponsible for its color and viscosity. They worship stone idols with enormous
phalluses. Sodomy and fellatio, as described in Angkhdt verses 21 through 56, among others, they
regard as sacraments, though even among these people there are fierce doctrinal disputes. The most
austere, or Dharimvars, regard these passages as purely symbolic. Their priestslead lives of strict
asceticism. But the Kharimvars, or “followers of the darker path,” interpret these versesliteradly, using the
crudest trandations. Worshippers take the cel ebrant’ s sexud organ into their mouths when they receive
the sacrament, though here again there are sectional debates: whether thisisapublic or aprivate
ceremony, whether it should proceed to literal or symbolic orgasm, and so forth. The more extreme of
these practices have been proscribed by the emperor, though they are thought to linger in the more
backward areas of Charn. They choose their clergy democratically, from among the youngest and most
virile, whichisaheresy . ..

Thanakar relaxed and sat back, and stretched out hisleg. The woman’s arm was off; it lay like ableeding
animal in the straw, bleeding through its open mouth. He had sawn the sscump up with plastic thread and
then with miraculous skill had spun anew arm for her out of memory and magic, and silver wire and rags
of dlver latex. He had joined it to her flesh and laid it on her breadt, tied in ading around her neck. It was
lifdlesstill, but pulsing gently, asource of energy and light.

“It' samazing,” said Spanion Locke, squatting by hisside.

“ Starbridge technology,” answered Thanakar. “We ve had to specidizein battlefield injuries.”
“Will it work?”

“It should. Some people never learn to use them. The ones who try too hard.”

It had been along operation. The blood had soaked their clothes. Spanion Locke had helped him when
the woman struggled. She was unconscious now, and the two men looked at each other over her body,
feding abond. Their hands had touched from time to time during the surgery, dippery with blood.

“Thank you,” said Thanakar, after awhile.

For an answer, Spanion Locke took some cigarettes out of the breast pocket of hisuniform, lit oneand
passed the other with hislighter, taking care not to pollute thefilter end. The woman was breathing easier
now, lying on her back with her head in her sster’ slap, alittle spit in the corner of her mouth. Though he
rarely smoked marijuana, Thanakar lit the cigarette and inhaed deeply, and sat back with his shoulders
againg thewall. The cdl was so hot, sofilthy.

“gr7
“Yes, Captain.”

“I was wondering. Maybe you have some medicine for me. Somelittle pill, maybe. Something quick.”
“Don't beridiculous. I'll seeyou again.”

“I doubt it, Sr. The chaplainisahard man to please. It' d have been different if you' d killed her. They
might have laughed.”

“I know the bishop’ s secretary. Don’t worry. I'll go see him in the morning.”

“Please, dr, don’t make thingsworse. I’m not complaining. I’ ve been God' s soldier my wholelife. I'm
not afraid. | won't be sorry to leave. Except for . . . sometimesthey’ re alittle rough.”



“I don't carry poisons, Captain.”
“No, gr.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Yes gr.”

Only one of the antinomials had paid the operation any attention. The rest had sat and stared out between
the bars. One lay on her ssomach and drew patternsin apool of tacky blood. But the woman with the
ydlow hair had sat staring evenly, stroking her sster’ s head with gentle repetitive fingers.

“Sheisdive” shesad.

“Yes,” confirmed the doctor, exhaling along stream of smoke. “ She'll live. Will you change her
bandages? 1’1l show you how.”

“No biting, Doctor. There sno need. Sheisfree to change them or not.”

The doctor shrugged and closed his eyes, and leaned his head back against the wall. Presently he heard
thejingle of achain, and he opened them again. The woman was pulling her manacles back aong one
wrigt, uncovering asilver bracelet. She fumbled with the clasp. “1 can pay you,” she said.

“No. Thereé sno need.” He smiled in spite of himself.

“No. You don't understand.” She gestured towards the captain. “He understands. Degth isthe silent
music, the till dancing, the dark mountain, the snow that never breaks under your feet. Y ou' re cheating
her. But even s0 | have no wish to owe you anything. Nor does she.”

She undid the clasp and threw the bracelet to him, and he caught it. It was abeautiful thing, acirclet of
carved slver, apattern of animals devouring one another. “Y our men are very honest,” remarked
Thanakar to the captain.

L ocke shrugged, and stubbed his cigarette against hisboot. “1t'sredl slver,” hesad. “I’'m forbidden to
touch it. It'sno useto any of my men. She' soffered it al round.”

“Ahyes, of course.” Silver and gold were Starbridge metals. Other people had to use stone currency.
The doctor held the bracdlet in his hand, examining it in the light. 1t made him think of something,
reminded him of something. He looked at the woman curioudy. What wasiit?

Shewastal, with golden hair and yellow eyes, a shade common among her people: dark yellow, amost
brown. Her skinwas dark, still dark after more than eighty months' imprisonment. She was dressed in
rags, asthey all were, but hers had once been red and made of some softer material, maybe velvet. That
also resonated in hismemory. It was not that he had seen her before. But certain things about her
reminded him of eementsto asong.

Then he remembered. When he had gone down to the docks thefirst time, and Abu was drunk—it had
been along night, and the white-eyed antinomia had played and sung and talked about his childhood up
above Rang-river, when dl the world was snow—it had been a boring night, and much of the music
Thanakar had neither heard nor understood. But one thing had touched him. Therewasagirl in the Sory,
and when the antinomia had spoken about her, every time she had come into the story, alittle music had
comein with her and mixed with the other music. It was hisway of naming her, and he had sung it
sometimeswith akind of hunger and sometimes hesitantly and unsure, and then especialy, listening,
Thanakar had caught aglimpse of how she must have been, hdf delicate, hdf wild, running and ssumbling



through the crusty snow, her golden hair wild around her face, or later in the last days of the thaw,
dancing under risen Paradise, or riding through that high red valey where the sun barely rose, inred
velvet and abracelet on her wrigt. Just afew sweet notes, asong of hunger still unsatisfied, but later
Thanakar could hear how dl the other notes and music took their tone from those few notes, and he had
thought that when that man had said he loved her, that was what the world meant to him, that her music
had entered into his, and there was nothing he could ever do to separate them.

In the hot cell, Thanakar sat forward and tried to explain it to her, but without the notesit was usdless,
and the notes duded him. Shejust sat there, her eyes as empty as windows, stroking her sister’ s hair.
With music, he felt that he could break her heart; without it, it was just barbarian drivel—he could hear
the clattering ashetried to talk. * ‘ The night the soldierscame. . .” ” and then he stopped, because she
was staring a him patiently, vacantly, stroking, stroking.

The music cameto him late that night. He sat up in bed, and when he lay back down, he thought he had it
imprisoned in his heart. But by morning it was gone, and he ate breakfast with the rain coating the
windows, trying to remember. A dozen notes, that was dl, what wasit? Gone. But he had kept the
bracdet. And afterward he went to show Abu. He met the commissar in the hall.

“He' s4ill inthere” complained the old man. “Damned inconvenient. Just because | didn't. .. well. |
don’'t know what | could have done. Pure chance that | found him at al. He wasin one of those caves.
Safe and sound, not ascratch. He' s been in bed ever since. Only opens up for meals. Y ou don’t think,”
he continued anxioudy, “that he'd try anything stupid. I haven't seen him this bad for months, damn him.
Just like hisfather. Temperamenta. Damned rain.” He was very worried. His eyes avoided the doctor’s,
and he sucked nervoudy on asourball. Therain was cracking the dates, flooding the terraces.

The doctor asked him about Spanion Locke.

“Can't help you there,” said the old man. “Liketo. Can't. That’ sthe purge up there. But the chaplain’s
deaf and blind; he might not notice. I’'m the regular police. Not our jurisdiction. I'll seewhat | can do.”

“Would you? Thanks.”
“Stupid fools. Both of you. I'll seewhat | can do. Nothing, probably.”
“Thank you.”

The commissar went off muttering, and Thanakar was | eft lone. Thinking about Locke, hefelt less
patiencefor his cousin. The prince had suffered from morbidity ever since he was a child. Once he had
tried to cut hiswrigts. “Imagine him as an adult,” the commissar had grumbled then. In fact, ayoung
Starbridge had nothing to complain of : nothing but parties and dancing lessons and indulgent
schoolteacherstrying to recompense their students for long lives of marriage, or short lives at the
battlefront. Abu’ s morbidity had exempted him from the services. “Doesn’'t make any sense,” remarked
the commissar. “ Suicides are what they need, especidly among officers.”

Abu and the doctor had both been left behind, and sometimes it was depressing when relatives came
back, wounded or decorated, and sometimes Thanakar wondered whether that was the only thing that
had drawn them together, the cripple and the fool. Outside Abu’ sroom, he sat sketching furioudy on an
envelope—dragons, gangsters, the commissar with his piglike face. The pencil lead ripped through the

paper.

Near where he sat at adesk in the hallway, a casement window blew open. Heroseto closeit, but it
dipped from between hisfingers asthe wind caught it like awing and begt it back againgt thewall. The
window broke, so that even when he had forced it closed and bolted it, the day <till spat a him through



lips of broken glass. It was raining hard. He caught some water on histongue and tasted it
experimentally, even though he knew it wastoo early yet for the sweet rain, the sugar rain that changed
the climate. Still, thiswasthe start of it, and even though there was nothing in books or family histories
but stories of disaster from this phase of spring, even so he was disgppointed by therain’ sthin texture, its
indpid taste, and he looked forward to new wegther. Then the rain would fal for months on end, and
flood the city, and wash dl dirt and beggary down into the swollen sea, and kill what cropsthere were,
and cover the hillswith seed, the semen of Beloved Angkhdt piled ten feet deep. And then the summer
jungles, thetiger and the black adder, the gorillaand the pregnant orchid, al the myths of his childhood
would sprout up into life, watered by therain.

Disappointed, he turned back into the hall. Abu’s closed door enraged him. He pounded on it and
grabbed the handle asif to forceit, but it wasn't locked. It opened suddenly into the prince' s bedroom.

Insde, Abu stood in the dark next to his huge bay window, looking out over the city. Rainfdl in sheets
againg the glass, and it was asif he were standing in adark aquarium looking into an enormous tank, for
the weether had filled the room with shadows, while dl outside the world was turbulent and wet and full
of water, and the thunderclouds were dark asrocks, and colored scraps of cloud flew everywherelike
fish, high up above the colored rooftops, and in the farthest distance ahuge rainbow legpt againgt the
afternoon. The sun was burning in the tempest’ seye. A rainbow spanned the hills.

The prince didn’t move or turn. Hewas in his bathrobe. “Look, Cousin,” he cried out, and hisvoice was
full of childish delight. Thanakar looked from where he was.

The room was padded like achild’ sroom, the walls and ceiling hung with tapestries—pictures from
Starbridge nursery rhymes or children’ stalesfrom holy scripture: innocent pastels of holy love, and
Angkhdt himself ill had his trousers on. The floor was thick with carpets and the room was dark,
because the prince never burned dectric lights. He preferred candles.

Thanakar looked around. The great four-poster bed was atumult of soft quilts, and there was an uneaten
avocado on asgilver tray and undrunk liquor in ajar. The place stank sweetly of decadence and
sf-indulgence, because Thanakar had decided to forgive nothing this afternoon, and every little thing
annoyed him more—the slver pillbox, the open book of poetry, the knife. The knife most of dl. It lay on
the bedstead on asilken pillow, and it angered him most because it was just a pose, like so much else, or
s0 he thought until he saw hisfriend turn towards him, and saw the silken bandages dl down hiswrists
and on hishands.

“Oh, Abu,” he said wearily. “What isthis? What the hell isthis?’
“No biting, Cousin. Please, Cousin.” The prince smiled at him. “Comelook at the rainbow.”

“Oh, Abu,” repesated Thanakar. He reached out to put his arms around his friend, to comfort him, he
thought, though it was he who was shaking, and the prince seemed perfectly calm, and smiled at him, and
rubbed him clumsily across the back.

“Hush, Cousin,” said Abu. “It'snot what you think.”

“Not what | think? Look at you. Y ou're not fit to be left one,” and he pulled the prince down to the
bed and sat beside him, so that he could unwrap his hands. The prince was laughing. “Ow,” he said, “that
redly hurts,” because the bandages were rough, just torn from some shirts and soaked in oil, and they
stuck to his scabs. His palms and wrists were amass of cuts. Whole pieces of flesh had been cut away.

“Let meseeitinthelight,” said Thanakar. He stood up and walked to the door to the lightswitch, but
Abu told him there were no bulbs, and then tried to light a candle, and laughed because the movement



hurt his hands, until the doctor came and lit it for him.
“| wasn't going to show you,” said the prince. “Not until they healed better.”
“My God, look at you,” said Thanakar, examining the cuts. “What have you doneto yoursdf?’

“It'snot what you think,” said the prince again. “I was stupid, | know. But | wanted to seeiif | could cut
them out. Cut them away.”

“Wha?'
“Thetattoos.”
“Ohmy God.”

“I couldn’t,” said the prince sadly. “They go al theway in. Down to the bone. How can you be
something you' re not? Every layer, there' s another layer. Theimage just gets clearer and clearer the
deeper you go, asif it were underneath and you were cutting towardsit. The golden sun.” He closed his
hand, and winced at the pain.

Thanakar leaned to smell his breath. “What' swrong with you?’ he asked. “Are you drunk?’

Abu laughed. “Not very. But I’ ve got some redlly good hash. Charity put it on my tray for breskfadt. |
mean, the commissar got it from some priest, but he doesn't like it much.”

“Fromapriest?’

“Some priest in his department. Those bastards dways have the best drugs.”
“Y ou've seen Charity?’

“She' sbeen cooking my meds.”

“Charity?

“Sure. She puts hash in everything. | couldn’t even finish the guacamole.” He reached for asilver pipe by
his bedside, but his hands were il too clumsy to use. Thanakar fixed it for him and lit it, and the prince
sucked in alot of smoke. “Do you want some?’ he squeaked, till inhaling.

“No thanks,” said Thanakar, nurang the match. “It makes mefed asif everybody hated me.”
The prince laughed until he choked and started to cough. “What's so funny about that?’ asked Thanakar.

In the end, Thanakar forgot about the bracelet. Instead, he smoked hashish, and when in late afternoon
he staggered down to his car, the rain was till pouring. “Not good, this,” remarked his driver asthey
idled at a crossroad where a cart was stuck in the mud, the porters striving and shouting astherain burst
aong their backs. “Rain’searly.”

“It'snot sugar rain.”

“No, Sir. It'[l come. My great-great-grandfather moved away south at the first drop last year, and didn’t
come hometill the third July that summer, when the prince was born. Y our grandfather, Sr. Hewas an
old man then.”

“Who?’



“My greet-great-grandfather. My father told me.”
Thanakar was finding this hard to follow. “ So you'll go too?” he asked.

“Not now, sir. Too old. Besides, the prince used to have property down there. Y our grandfather, Sir.
Y our father too.”

“Don’'t rubitin.” Thanakar stared glumly out the window. The car could go no further. Imported, like dl
engines, from acrossthe seas, it was feding its age. It was arelic from the previous year, from before the
winter snow had blocked the port. Thanakar fdt its cylinders misfiring gently; the gunpowder was damp.
Ahead, the way was blocked by skinny vagrantsin their yellow clothes, shrieking and cursing and
weeping a therain.

Miles away, Colonel Aspe stood on abalcony in the Temple of Kindness and Repair, avast sprawl of
cloigters and shrines on ahill outside the city. He had been talking in the amphitheater of the Inner Ear
when the storm broke, and he had stopped midword to wak out from among the shrill old men, to watch
the lightning from the bal cony and suck deep draughts of air while the clouds thundered and spewed.
They sickened him, the priests of Charn. He turned to watch them through the window, the rain on the
outsde of the glass streaking their faces and their clothes. They didn’t even know that he had left, most of
them, and he could hear them begging with him and pleading asif hewere il thereto hear. The bishop's
secretary, abony-faced old man, wasin the bishop’ s chair, a cigarette hanging from between his
bloodlesslips, whiledl around him, in various attitudes of agitation and repose, reclined the members of
his council. Some were clearly dead, othersless clearly so, degping the last drugged deep of the
Starbridges. There were dozens of them lining the tiers of the amphitheater. All were dressed inred and
golden robes, and since some were deaf, and most were blind, and some were dead, they communicated
by means of art. A golden cord wound between them, up and down the steps. They held it in avariety of
fingers, somefat and fleshy, some mummified and dry.

Intherain, the colond snorted with contempt, and the rain ran down his uniform and down his back. He
was atal man, even for an antinomiad, and old too, with long white hair. He was seamed and scarred
with lineslike dlver in his pale skin, running like slver over hiseydids and his cheeks, his shouldersand
his chest. His eyes gleamed black and empty, and his nose was beaked like the beak of abird. He hated
priests. He fdt like strangling them or whipping them insensible. Partly it was the naturd abhorrence of his
race, and partly it was the sight of them, fat, dead, dying, arguing over foregone conclusions. He knocked
his sted! fist against the windowpane. Nobody noticed.

In this backward and neglected province of the empire, where the seasons came so hard, priests held
sovereign power al through the spring. They were acult of sorcerers, and they mutilated themselves and
studied magic long forgotten elsewhere. Their leader was a bishop-whore, aliving goddess of
pornography, and Colonel Aspe itched to see her, to grasp her by the throat. He distrusted women. But
aready he had come to understand that she was nothing in these councils, afigurehead and not even that.
All power twined like a nervous golden serpent through the fingers of the priests.

They redized he was gone and fdll sllent, communicating through the cord. Y oung priests gelded
themsalves at the time of their first vows, from then on, periodicaly, they would burn out one of their
senses or cut off one of their limbsin agruesome public ritual. The compensation, they believed, wasina
stronger spirit, increased capacities for conjuring, telepathic power. They could summon demons, and
angelsfrom Paradise, and bring the dead to life. That was well known. It was best to take them serioudly,
thought Aspe.

In the courtyard below him, pilgrimswaited in the rain, wrapped in sopping blankets. A monk moved
among them, sheltered by a scarlet umbrella. The colond leaned over the balustrade and spat in their



direction. Therewas no chance of hitting them at that distance. But even so the action soothed him,
prepared him for the inevitable hours of talk before hiswill was accomplished. He tightened the focus of
his mind and reentered the room.

Inside, the priests sat in ascending circles, or reclined on low benches around afire sunk into the middle
of thefloor. The fire was magic, giving off neither smoke nor gas, nothing but a drugged perfume that
made it hard to think. The colonel avoided the chair that had been set for him. He never sat when he
could stand. Instead, he reached across the fire to take the golden cord into his hand. It looped down
low, dmost to the floor, between a skeleton wrapped in crimson silk and an obese, footless old man. The
colonel stooped and took it between hisfingers, and chafed it with the ball of histhumb. It wasan
unknown substance, between cloth and meta, and againgt his skin hefdt thetingle of amild dectric
current. He resisted theimpulse to try and break it, because he knew it would not bregk. He let it go.

The bishop's secretary threw his marijuana cigarette into the fire. During the first part of the colond’s
audience, while Aspe had recited the emperor’ sletter amid awhining drizzle of protest, the old man had
sat asif adeep. Now he spoke. “Y ou' re avery violent man, Colonel,” he observed. “Very . . . violent.”

“I'masoldier,” croaked the colond in his harsh empty voice.

“A soldier, yes. | wish the emperor had sent us more like you. We had petitioned him for soldiers, not
gt officers”

“He has sent you thousands, and you' ve butchered them dl with your crimina imcompetence. Thereare
no other soldierslike me. How long has your war with Caadon been going on?’

“I believe you know the answer to that question, Colond.”

“I know that every day the adventists grow stronger and more arrogant. As | wasriding here, not fifty
milesfrom the capitd, | passed avillage where a crowd had gathered to listen to an adventist preacher.
Not fifty miles”

“These are difficult times, Colond.”

“Worse than you think. Y ou know King Argon has had ason?’

“So we had heard.”

“Y ou are familiar with the apocaypse of St. Chrystym Polymorph?’

“There are so many different kinds of heresy,” sighed the bishop’s secretary.

“Thisisno heresy. Thisisone of your saints. And thevisionisatrue one. Listen: ‘When therain comes, a
Lionwill come aso, aKing'sson out of the North. And he will catch the Serpent in histeeth. And with
thefirg bite dl false prophets will be bitten away. And with the second bite, al tyrants and oppressors,
and dl those who oppress the poor. And with the third bite, al false priests and tyrants. And his
horoscopewill be. .. ”

“Stop! Yes, we know al this. Great powers of darkness are arrayed against us. But prophecies come
and go. For along time, this new king was to have come out of your own people, Colonel, and the
adventists quoted other texts. But we are still here, and where are you? Broken and scattered. Yes, itisa
dismal time. But we have our own prophecies.”

“Then it must be clear to you why the emperor wishes you to win thiswar. He had no interest in your
struggle with King Argon until this new prince was born. Now everything has changed. Now every



adventist and heretic in the empireislooking northward. And if Argonwinsthisbattle. ..”

“Itisclear to us. The emperor’ swishes are the same as ours. What isless clear iswhy he has not chosen
to send usany more soldiers.”

“They have become too precious to throw away. Hewill send soldiers, as many as are needed, after |
am indalled here as commander, with or without your consent.”

As he spoke, the colondl paced the room, the only movement in it, except for the slent oscillations of the
priests’ necks asthey followed his pacing with blind eyes. The bishop’s secretary raised up his hand and,
gpreading the fingers, he stretched it out towards the moving figure. “I thought s0,” he muttered. “I
thought | recognized you.” Aloud he said, “| require confirmation of the order. | don't believeit. The
emperor isthe defender of our faith.”

“Thisisapracticd matter. Itisnot aquestion of religion,” said Aspe.

“All questions are rdligious questions. God has given his government into the hands of hisministers. It
cannot be taken away.”

“But we are taking about the army.”

“Colond, you and | are not stupid men. We know what we are talking about. But it doesn’'t matter. Even
if you force meto submit, the army will never follow you.”

The colond laughed. “I have reason to believe you' rewrong. Any army tires of being daughtered month
after month, even the most devout. Y our standing orders have not endeared you to the men. Medica
treatment for officers only. Four thousand men murdered because you refused to issue them ammunition,
even though you had it.”

“They were not the right caste to carry firearms. Warfare haslaws asimmutable as God' s. Wefollow
traditions of strategy beyond your comprehension.”

“True enough. Y our strategy has alowed a modern army to penetrate to sixty milesfrom wherewe
gtand. In your own sdlf-interest . . .”

“We havefaith in God, Colond.”
“l amrdieved to hear it.”

“Yes. It must surprise you. Even if we were able to accept anew commander, do you think we could
accept aman like you? | recognize you. | was here when they brought you down from the mountains,
caged like an anima. Canniba! What was your name then, Colonel ?”’

“I can't deny it. But I’ ve been along time in the emperor’ s service. He freed me. Heraised me up. And |
have accepted the true faith.”

“Have you? Every word you spesk betrays your ignorance of it. A convert? No.” The old man rose from
his chair and staggered forward afew paces towards the fire, his hands stretched out. The candlesadong
the wall flickered and went out one by one, leaving the amphitheater dark except for thefirein its center.
A cold draught came up from nowhere. The crooked figure of the secretary seemed to grow, augmented
by its own shadow, and under his hands the air seemed to take shape, until Aspe could see ademon
squatting on the cods, impudent, malignant, naked, with atongue two feet long, curling like a serpent
from hislips. The demon seized his phallus by the root between both hands, and squeezed and squeezed
until it grew huge, and he could curl histongue around its head. The colond sank into hischair. The smell



of incense was overpowering.

The demon leered at him, and squeezed and licked until his erection was huge and trembling. He held it
upright in both hands, and licked until it gushed sperm like afountain, flowing over hisfingersin repulsve
profusion. And the room grew dark, because the flow steamed and sizzled on the fire until it was
extinguished, and there was nothing but the secretary’ smild voice.

“Sdvationisachemicd process,” he explained. “Do you think it isenough to believe init? Isthat what
they teach now in the emperor’ s churches? No, Colond. Men like you are the scourings of Paradise.

Y ou arrive on earth so deformed by sin, your flesh so hard with it, your damnation isamatter of course.
Would you like to see? Would you like to see it?’

As he spoke, the fire started to glow again, and there appeared aboveit, asif supported on the fumes, an
image of the universe, the sun in the middle, burning and changing color, whiledl around it, in long erratic
orbits, revolved Paradise and the nine planets of hell. Sowly, asthe colond watched, they pursued their
vagrant courses, some Set so close together that they amost touched as they passed, the delicate circles
of their orbits elongated or contracted by proximity. Some would brush the sun by a hand’ s breadth, and
then set off on long solitary journeysto the farthest corners of the room. Eight gleamed like precious
stones, lit from within by the power of the sun: amethy<, ruby, cora, jade. Two differed—Paradise,
evanescent and white, tossed from one orbit to another, spinning lightly among the other planetslike a
bubble of milk, and Earth. Beautiful Earth. It floated amost into the colonel’ s grasp; he snatched at it, and
his hand passed through it. Then he looked again, through the layers of cotton cloud that wrapped it, and
he could see continents, mountains, oceans, cities, men, al on asphere as smal as his clenched fist.

“Beautiful, isn't it?’ continued the secretary’ svoice. “The most precious of al jewes. Who could believe
S0 much pain, so much suffering, so much violence, when surely there' s enough to make men happy,
there, right there, within the grasp of your fist? Are you happy, Colonel? No? No, the sinsthat gave you
flesh, transformed your spirit into earth, expelled you from aworld of wonder, they are here with you.
They have formed your body and your destiny. Y ou have grown strong; yes, you fed thelifeinyou, but
you will die. Even you. Once dead, where then? Here?” And Aspe could see the secretary’ s hands
conjuring in the dark, describing circles around one of the small spheres. “No. For flesh asmassive as
yours, as arrogant, asrebellious, thisone, | think. Thisone.” He gestured towards asmaller planet, one
that burned bright red asit brushed the sun, and then cooled to onyx at the extremity of its orbit. “How
many lifetimes here will it take to burn that flesh away? How many lifetimes before your spirit rises back
to Paradise like agassy cloud?’

The secretary was silent. Colondl Aspe sat asif in adaze, the planets revolving around him. Hewas only
vaguely aware of the atmosphere changing, of a door opening and closing, of a sweet voice saying,
“Pleasedon’'t scold me. | came asfast as| could. Isthisthe man?’

Nobody answered. Aspe haf turned in his chair, and he saw a beautiful young woman, amost agirl,
perhaps athousand days past puberty. She was dressed in loose white clothes, and was surrounded by a
cloud of light. He watched her with an unfocused mind, absorbed by little things, the play of light around
her head, the sound of her breathing. She stood quite close to him. “Isthis the new commander?’

“No,” answered the secretary. “Thisisthe last joke of a decadent emperor, aman who has forgotten
God. He has sent an atheist to laugh at us.”

“Areyou sure? He lookslike area soldier. How strong heig!”

“No, ma am. He sasavage. Y ou are too young to remember. Before you were born, he led aband of
atheists down through the snow dmost to our borders. They were murdering your animals and egting



human flesh. We captured him and sent him to the emperor for acagein his garden, though if | had had
my way hewould have died in the topmost cell of the Tower of Silence. He may yet. | was not
consulted, ma am. Watch when he spesks. He has bewitched the emperor into freeing him, and now he
has come here. It must not be. Heisadangerous man. Very . . . dangerous.”

“| can seethat for myself,” came the bishop’ s soft, sweet voice. “He has rgjected love. It sevil, isn't i,
for aman to be so hard?’

Colone Aspe listened dmost without understanding. He was staring at the bishop, because one look at
the bishop’ s face had awakened memories he didn’'t know he had. Her face reminded him of alife
immeasurably far away, up above Rang-river, where he had sung his music, before helogt his hand. How
had he come so far? He didn’t know. Stung by memory, he sprang up from his chair as she bent over
him, alook of terrible compassion on her face. He seized her underneath the jaw and forced her down,
until he could see her expression change. And then he let her go; she ssumbled to the ground, looking up
at him with such sweet and fearless eyes, he found himsdlf stripping off hisglove, and with hisbarefingers
he reached down to touch her face so lightly, and push her hair back so tentatively, asif asking her a
question when he was afraid to hear the answer. The priests raged feebly around him. The candles had
come up, and thefire burned up brightly. He turned to it, suddenly sickened by the perfumed flame, and
he stamped it underfoot and kicked the cinders with hisboot. “1 can’t wait for your reply,” he said loudly.
“Y ou have no choice.” He bent down and grabbed the bishop by the jaw. “Y ou are very beautiful,” he
snarled, as she stared up at him from the floor.

Over the next few days, the colond’ s soldiers started to straggle in along the river road. They were small
and ferocious men. They looked asif they had spent their whole lives on horseback, on high arid plateaus
under the relentless sun; they were bowlegged and hunchbacked, their skin burned dark and crisp, their
hair shaved, their eyebrows plucked, their jaws powerful and dways moving, because they chewed some
southern narcotic and spat it everywhere. In afew daysthe city wasfull of them, and they stabled their
horsesin the temples and put their tents up in the marketplaces and aong the streets, and took what food
they wanted from the roadside stalls. Y et they were disciplined too, and didn’t touch the women or

break down any doors, just took what they wanted and sat in the rain insde their tents, chewing their
drug with rotten teeth and whispering to each other in voice ess southern languages.

The bishop’s council withdrew into the Temple of the Inner Ear, and sent impaoss ble commands out to
the captains of the garrison. But when the colonel raised the imperial standard from the top of the post
office—agolden dog' s head on amidnight flag so big it seemed to float in dow motion—even the young
captains of the purge came down to see him and to hear him speak. The war had continued al their lives,
and even though they had dl lost fathers, grandfathers, brothers, friends, still the war had seemed
mythical and far away. There was never any news. Y et suddenly it had lumbered out of the mists of
ignorance like ahuge white ship out of acloud—amost upon them, running them down—because now
for the past week they had heard the enemy’ s artillery smashing the outlying fortifications asthe
Starbridge army came redling back, and the town was full of scoundrels and deserters. So the captains
cameto listen. And there were rumors of some vast necromancy coming from the temple, and in fact the
tower of the Inner Ear had farted out some smelly smoke, but it had dissipated intherain, it rained so
hard.

The colond was everywhere, talking and yelling, but dl day he would squeeze the town for food, and at
night he had it taken in wheel barrows down to the docks, where he was degping on amat in some
antinomia cave. There he prepared feasts, and people said they were eating meat down there too. He
built soggy bonfires and stood out in the rain, and sang in the language of his own people, his harsh voice
drawing picturesin the air, so that in the days that followed, the townspeople saw asight thet filled them
with rage and feer—antinomids riding through the city on horseback, laughing and making music, and



some were armed. Dogs dunk from the templesto follow them. Y ounger clergy—shopkeepers and
bankers—hid their facesin dark doorways, making impotent gestures of purification.

It rained for seven days, and on the seventh day, Abu and Thanakar and Charity Starbridge sat on the
carpet in the prince' s room, smoking hashish. The prince had said something, and Thanakar was|ooking
at hisfriend with apeculiar mix of tenderness and envy, because it seemed to him the prince had changed
during the weeks he had spent cooped up, and not just gotten thinner. It was asif he had discovered a
secret that had given him an answer, so that he didn’t have to fumble quite so much. He seemed less
apologetic, surer of himsdlf. “It' saquestion of truth,” he said. “1’m sorry to disagree. Y ou're so clever,
both of you. Y ou can say what you want with words. But you missed the point. It'snot just that we
should leave them alone—tolerance. It’ s that we should learn to think asthey do. Not like that, of
course. We're civilized men. Women.” He nodded to hissister. “We can't turn back the clock. But we
can learn something. Not to depend so much on other people.”

“But depending on other people, that’ swhat civilizationis,” said Thanakar.

“Yes. I've heard you say that before. Y ou' re right. So maybe | don’t mean that. Maybe | mean we
should learn not to settle for things. Y ou know how antinomids are. They act asif they want something
desperately that doesn’'t even exist, and they’ re not going to rest until they get it. | mean if we could learn
not to settle for happiness, or goodness, or usefulness. There must be something more.”

“Thereis,” answered Thanakar. “ There€' s misery, and badness, and futility. We know al about that.
Saying that you' re not going to settle for happinessislike standing on Earth and saying you' re not going
to settle for eternity in Paradise. Why look beyond agoa you can't reach?’

“But you can. We ve made it so difficult. But it’ s because we ve kept happinessasagod, far inthe
future, not even on this planet. But the antinomials are happy here and now. Or at least they were. Why
do you think we hate them so much? If you look for happiness, it's always out of reach. But they never
worried about the future. They were dways wanting something ese.”

“What?’
“Freedom,” said the prince.

“But freedom doesn't mean anything. It'sjust talk,” protested Thanakar. “Do they seem freeto you?
Eveninther own minds?’

“No. But that’ s not the point. Maybe that’ swhy they tried to cut loose from meaning, along with
everything e'se. Why they tried to clear dl that away. So that al that would be left would be that eternal
hunger. That empty feding in your heart. That’ swhat makes you happy.”

“An empty feding in your heart? Y ou're on drugs. Y ou don’t have to be arich man for that. That’ swithin
reach of the poorest.”

Abu laughed, foolish and embarrassed. “| can’t explain,” he said, passing the pipe. “But I’m not the only
one. Therearealot of people who worship them, amost. The adventists. Y ou told me that’ s the only
reason the bishop let them live. Because she didn’t want to make them into martyrsfor the adventists.”

“Yes. But that’ s because of what they represent, not what they are. They represent freedom, I'll grant
you that. They represent afantasy of Paradise. Freedom, equality, no property—Ilives of pure spirit. The
adventists thought their savior would come from there. Their king. A lot gtill think so.”

Charity Starbridge said nothing, just taking the pipe as it was passed to her. For months she had barely



spoken. But, she thought, | too am happy, like an antinomial. She had gotten very thin. Her thinness had
given her face an appeding, famished qudity, different from beauty, but not too different. Her eyes
seemed very large. “I’'m happy,” she said. “I'm happy just to be with you, and not in my room. Both of
you.”

Abu smiled and reached to touch her hair, but Thanakar looked at her pityingly. What aprison that is, he
thought, only to be able to say pleasant things. No wonder she hardly spesks. Asagirl, he remembered,
she had had aglesful and sarcastic tongue.

Commissar Micum knocked and entered. He carried two envelopesin hishand. “News,” he said. He
amiled at hiswife, and she smiled back and tried to stand, to make the compulsory gestures of delight,
but she had smoked too much. So she did them from the floor and banged her head into the carpet, and
then sat up, rubbing her head and laughing. She was glad to see him, for the commissar was dways kind
to her, and she no longer expected more than kindness. Her sincerity showed in the way she moved her
hands—not as skillfully as some wives, but happily. She clapped her hands and offered him the pipe. He
shook his head. “Business before pleasure, love,” he said.

“What'snew?’ asked Thanakar.

“The bishop has anew commander,” said the commissar. He was excited. He held one fist in the small of
his back and walked crisply towards them, bending dightly forward at the waist. In the middie of the
floor he stopped to brandish his envelopes. “ There' s anew mobilization order for tomorrow. Even for
old carrion likeme.”

“I wish youwouldn't go,” said Charity, smiling.

“But | want to go, love.”

“Then | hopeyou will.”

Thanakar got to hisfeet. “ Congratulations, sir,” he said.

“Thank you, my boy. I’'m sureit’ sjust abaggage train. Grave-digging detail. But there' s good news dl
round. These are your commissions.” He gestured with the envel opes.

Thanakar reached to grab them, and the commissar kept talking. “1t' s something new. He wantsafield
hospita. The bishop must belivid. Quiteillegd, of course, but it had to come. | dways said it had to
come, and if it takes an atheist to push it through, then God bless him for it. Y ou’ re commissioned
surgeon, with aprovisiona rank of captain. Captain Thanakar Starbridge!” He saluted gleefully, and then
he stopped. “There' sone for you too,” he said to Abu.

“They’ ve sunk aslow asthat? They must be desperate. They must be going tolose,” said the prince
camly. He sat on the carpet as before, without moving, staring straight in front of him.

It crossed Thanakar’ s mind again that his friend had changed somehow, acquiring a sense of purpose
somewhere. There was an uncomfortable silence. Then Abu’ s old, foolish look came back, and he
smiled uncertainly, because the commissar was looking very stern. “I’'m sorry,” he ssammered. “I don't
mean to sound ungrateful. We have you to thank for this, don’t we?’

“No,” said the commissar. “It' s not aquestion of privilege. It saquestion of duty,” and Thanakar thought
he had never seen him angry before. “I admit it's not much. Provisond only, and only if you behave
yoursdlf. Second-lieutenant, supply corps.”

“Thank you. I’m not going.”



“Good God, what do you expect? Lieutenant-colonel ?’

“Thank you. It’ s better than | deserve, | know. I’'m grateful to you. But I'm not going.”
“Not going?’ The commissar wasfurious. “Y ou haveto go.”

“| don't haveto do anything. | refuseto fight for such acause.”

“Cause? What cause? Thereisno cause. You'll go because you' re what God made you. A damn poor
excusefor asoldier. Youtak asif you had achoice.”

“But | do have achoice. | hate the bishop, and | won't fight for her. Not for any of them. What | don’t
understand is, you hate them too.”

“Thebishop isonething; God is something e se. Aspeisan athelst. The bishop had him carried through
the streetsin acage. He s not complaining, ishe?’

There was a pause. Thanakar hadn’t spoken. Then he squatted down in front of the prince. “Come on,”
he said gently. “It’sdl nonsense. Y ou haveto go. Don’t be afraid. I'll take care of you. WeE Il go
together.”

Abu looked a him with loathing. “You,” he said. “Y ou hypocrite! | thought you werelike me. | thought
you hated the world because it was unfair. Becauseit’s cruel and corrupt and runson lies. | thought you
wanted to changeit. No—you only hateit for what you think it did to you. If you had been born with a
straight leg, you would have been as proud and stupid and careless as any of them.”

“I wasbornwith astraight leg,” said Thanakar between clenched teeth. “He dropped me.”

“Shut up!” shouted Abu. “1 don’'t care. If you' re not brave enough to throw it back at them now, then |
never want to seeyou again.” The prince was crying. Tears ran down hisface. He got to hisfeet and
turned away from them, and walked over to atable across the room, where there was a bottle and some
glasses. He poured himself adrink.

“I'll tell you why you haveto go,” said the commissar quietly. “It’ sthe bargain you made. A rich,
pampered man; look at you. It' s the bargain you make every month when you cash the bishop’ s check.
Y oumadeit. You can't turn back on it now.”

Outside the window, it had gotten dark. The rain had stopped. Prince Abu swallowed some liquor, but
his nose and throat were clogged with tears so that he coughed, and some of it dopped down his
uniform. “Thank you,” he said when he had recovered bregth. “ That makesthings very clear. It resolves
something I’ ve been thinking about. Now, if you don’'t mind, I’d like to be done. Y ou too, Charity.”

“By God, no. Listentome. ..” said the commissar, but Abu interrupted. “ Please,” he said, and raised
his hand, and even in the half-light, through the cuts and scabs, they could see the tattoo of the golden
sun. “Doas| say.”

The commissar cursed, pae with anger, and he turned on the hedl of his boot and marched out. Thanakar
and Charity followed him, not without backward glances, but Abu had turned back towards the window
and was looking out over the city, aglass of liquor in his hand.

Part Four:
God' s Soldiers



T hearmy of Argon Starbridge, King of Caladon, was camped that night around the monastery of St.
Serpentine Boylove, sixty miles north of Charn. But the king had sent out skirmishers dmost to the city
walls. In the morning, Colond Aspe rode out to meet them at the head of hisregiment, and accompanied
by aragged corps of antinomias: over athousand men and women, some with babies at their breasts. He
had recruited them from the docksides, where the rising water had driven them from their holes. Or
rather, they had chosen to come, and he had armed them and given them horses, huge carnivorous beasts
from the emperor’ s own stables. Once on horseback, some had smply ridden away over the hills, but
most had stayed, because food was very scarce.

They rode all day through haggard countryside—not a house, or agtick, or aflower, or ablade of grass.
In that season, the hillswere stripped to their foundations: petrified mud and sand dunes, black, red, and
ahundred shades of gray, mile after mile. The valleys were wide and desolate, and there was no water
anywhere, despite the recent rain, nothing underfoot but sand, and rocks the size of eggs.

They reached atown about seven miles out, tall stone abandoned houses with the roofs gone and the
doors groaning open. In the square was a dry fountain choked with rocks, and a huge statue of Immortal
Angkhdt, squatting down on dog’ s haunches. His whole face had been worn away by the wind, and
towards afternoon the wind began to blow, and it filled their eyes and noses with blown sand. Y et till the
antinomias laughed and sang, and when they saw the flags of the enemy on aridge over the town, they
spurred their horses forward without thinking, disorganized and wasting powder. Aspe let them go. At
that time he had no control over them. In afew hours they were back, in aswirl of dust, and some
carried severed heads on the tops of spears. During their long captivity they had learned much, and if
they hadn’t yet discovered love, most had learned to hate, and hate bitterly enough to overcome their
solitary pride and make it possible for them to ride together. Many deserted every day, but most of these
came back after awhile, hungry.

After three days, Aspe overtook some remnants of the bishop’s army, leaderless since the day before,
when Generd Cayman Starbridge and most of his staff had been captured and crucified. These soldiers
watched the antinomia s with open mouths, and when they saw the women, they turned and spat into the
sand. But even so, most were willing to turn again and follow the colondl, especidly when he threstened
them with death. So Aspe’ sarmy quickly divided itsdlf into three parts: his own silent regiment of horse
soldiers, the bishop’ sinfantry, and the antinomials. These last were terrible soldiers—undisciplined,
vicious, undependable. But they were effective too, because in the month that followed they won a
reputation in the hillsfor akind of random savagery that made the enemy run whenever they appeared.
They took no prisoners. And whenever Aspe recaptured some village, the starving people would come
out, and they would beg on their knees not to be delivered to the athests. “ Cannibals,” they called them.
“Not men, but singing devils.” They told stories of how the antinomias drank blood from their horses
necks, and made campfires at night to grill the bodies of their enemies, or e se ripped them raw with huge
predatory teeth.

Most of the army hated the antinomias, and feared them more than the enemy. Some hated them and
loved them too. It wasinfuriating to see them bresk off fighting in the middle of askirmish for no reason
and gallop back at random down the valley, like angry random gusts of wind. A man could never be sure
whether they could tell barbarians apart, or recognize their dliesfrom their foes, or even if they might turn
on themsalves some day and cut each other to piecesin an excess of frenzy.

But it was exhilarating, too, to see them riding, surrounded by thistime by agreat army of dogs come out
of nowhereto follow them. It was exhilarating to hear them break the air each morning with their harsh,
wild songs. They werefearless. They would ride laughing to overrun some dug-in guns, and then they
would hold the place for hours, though outnumbered many times, and when their ammunition was gone,
they would charge the enemy with bayonets, yelling like demons, the colond out in front, until the enemy



broke and ran. In those days, many of King Argon’s soldiers were adventists, they carried the red and
white cockade strapped to their helmets, though some till wore the old penis-shaped pendants their
fathers and grandfathers had worn. To them the antinomias represented God' s avenging scourge, and
they spoke about them with akind of superdtitious awe, and they were dwaysthe first to run.

In the balance, thought Commissar Micum Starbridge, the antinomias did more good than harm, wild
and undisciplined asthey were. At first, Agpe was careful to keep them separate from the rest of the
army, to let them fight on different days, to give them different objectives. But after atime, they answered
to hiscall, because he bit them with his magic voice and drew them picturesin theair. In the evenings, in
their camp, under the dark sky, he sang to them of home, of snowfdl, of freedom, of safety from
persecution, of agreat journey back up above Rang-river, when all the barbarians were dead. He gave
them memories of Paradise. They were easier to deceive than children. He led them in person when he
could, hiswhite hair streaming out behind him, and he took care to be the bravest and the strongest. At
the battle of Halcyon Ridge, on September 99th, in the eighth phase of spring, he came back with the
heads of two enemy commanders, identica twins, hanging from his saddle bow, and &fter that the
antinomialswere his, body and heart. In every man and woman, even the purest, there are deep biting
ingtincts and an unconquerable love for destiny. They followed him without thinking.

The commissar loved them, though he hated their crudlty. Though he gestured angrily he heard abot it,
he condemned it as he might have condemned viciousnessin one of hisown children, had he had
any—angrily, yet excusing them in hisheart, asif their cruelty had come out of an excess of some good
qudlity, energy, perhaps, or courage. He forgave them because they symbolized for him the pure essence
of soldiery, the way they laughed and never complained, the way they fought until they died, the way they
rode those huge, savage horses asif they were part of them, careening down the scorched gullies just for
the love of riding, and then dl changing direction in amass, without aword or signa, whedling like aflock
of birds.

Also, there was something in their disorgani zed appearance that touched the heart in his starched,
polished old breast. They had no uniforms. Some rode dmost naked under the white sun.

When there waswood, at night they lit bonfires and played music and danced. Then the old commissar
would walk down from histent and sit somewhere on arock above their camp. Alone and far away, but
not out of earshot, he would Sit with acigarette and listen to some saxophone rip up the night, and watch
thefigures of the dancers. He hadn’t much to do. As he had anticipated, he was with the transport corps,
bringing up ordnance from the city on the backs of dying eephants.

The commissar had gone with the first wave of reinforcements, veterans and reserves, and afew
companies of the purge. Thanakar remained in the city afew days, putting together amobile hospitd with
aman he had known from medica school named Creston Bile. They had seven surgeonsand a
muleteam, aong with some episcopal spies posing as assistants. These spies were to make sure that no
one but Starbridge officers got more than rudimentary first aid, certainly no anaesthetic, nothing to blunt
the pain when God saw fit to wound asoldier for hissins. “We' |l ditch them first thing,” said Creston
Bile. “I had to agree. Otherwise the bishop would have locked us up.” He was a good man.

The night before they were due to leave, Thanakar got a message from Charity Starbridge. “ Please come
please,” it said, in astyle of caligraphy only the brightest and best-educated were dlowed to use, thefirst
percentile of the graduates from Starbridge schools. There Charity had been taught, along with physics,
caculus, and astronomy, never to show discomfort or displeasure, but when Thanakar reached the
commissar’ stower, she was on the verge of tears. She was trying to control herself, but her famished
body seemed to shake from the exertion. “1 don’t mean to scareyou,” she said asshemet himinthe hall.
“Please, if you have something dlsetodo. . .”



“What isit?’
“Please, | fed so ashamed.”

“What isit?’ he repeated gently. He took her hand. It was easier to touch her than talk to her. She
grabbed him by the thumb with atightness that he never thought could have come out of such thin fingers.
Sheled him into Abu’ s bedroom. The room had been swept and straightened, the quilts folded and
arranged. “Hedid it himsdf,” she said. “ The servants dmost panicked when they saw.”

Abu was gone. He had |eft aletter on the bed, on apile of photographic prints.
“May | read it?
“Please” She had not released hishand. Sheraised it up and pressed it hard againgt her thin dry lips.

The note was very short. It said: 1’ ve gone to find the man who took these. Maybe | can do some good
thistime. We have a chance. Even so, you don't have to hope, to try.”

The photographs were large and siff, portraits of child laborersin episcopd industries—glass mines,

gted foundries, cotton mills, dress shops, prayer farms. Some were very young. A girl posed next to her
thread machine, an endlessrow of spoals, levers, and meta gears. It was spotless, but the girl was dirty,
barefoot, her dresstorn and patched. Her hair was cut short, so as not to catch in the machine, and her
face was smudged with dirt, or maybe just aflaw in the print, because photography was primitive in those
days.

She only had ten fingers, and her hands were raw and bruised, yet even so she amiled. All the childrenin
the pictures smiled—gaping laughter from agroup of boysin caps, posing at the entrance to the cod pit;
fox-faced smilesfrom prim little girls knitting socks, awistful, most guilty smilefromagirl sanding by
herself on ahegp of stonesin an endlessfidd.

“I didn’'t know they started so young,” said Charity Starbridge.

In those days, a photographer focused areflection on the surface of an acid pool. Then he had to wait for
the image to congedl, so that he could lift it out with wooden tongs and spread it between two plates of
glass. He could make the prints a home, placing the plates on paper senstized to light, but theimage
itself took six minutesto harden in the pool, and if the subject moved too much, or if anything happened
to disturb the perfection of the acid’ s surface, he had to start again. Thanakar wondered how a
photographer could have been in those places for the time it took, before he was arrested. Or perhaps
these were officia portraits, sanctioned by the bishop, and that was the reason for the children’ s smiles.

The last few photographs were different. They were taken in the dums of the city, and one showed the
back court of afilthy tenement, and children playing games. One showed afamily of Dirty Folk, heretics
who worshipped snakes, and they never washed except afew timesin ageneration, when Paradise rose.
One photograph showed ayoung flagellant, agirl with angry, haunted eyes, stting braiding awhip.

The girl was gitting in an artist’ s studio, photographic equipment in the background. Far in the back,
showing through a doorway, there was a printing press with some blurred figures working over it, and the
girl sat with onefoot on a poster, one of several strewn around the floor. In the photograph you could
only seeabit of it, part of aheadline and a picture of the gatesto the infant penitentiary, but it was
enough for Thanakar to recognize a poster he had seen on the walls around the city for afew weeks, the
firgt of their kind that spring. It had filled him with furtive hope. The bishop’s secretary had ordered
specid patrolsto go and rip them down.



“Have you shown these to anyone?’
13 NO'”

“Don’t.” Thanakar replaced the photographs on the bed. Standing in the prince’ sroom, looking at
Charity’ sfamished face, he felt some of that same hope. He had stood in the rain, watching a group of
soldiers pulling down aline of posters on awall, while people gathered to read ones further ong.

Thefeding rosein him and mixed irrationaly with some of the pride hefdt a being in the bishop's
uniform, findly, acaptain in the bishop’ sarmy. It was asif things might changefor him, findly, and the
world too. He stared at Charity until she dropped his hand to break the tension and walked away to the
prince’ swardrobe near the window. His suits hung there in arow, ten of them, onefor each day of the
week.

“He hasn't taken any clothes,” shesaid. “What' Il he wear?’

When Thanakar opened his eyesin the dark, awake and quickly sengtive, he found the shadows
codescing into unfamiliar shapes, thewadll at his head instead of by hisside, thewindow in adifferent
place. It had been along time since he had dept in abed different from hisown. And the sound that had
woken him—the spray of rain againg the glass, not that. Something ese. There, again. He raised himself
up on hiselbow.

He had been woken by the sound of dreams. Charity Starbridge lay curled away from him. Light
sretched in through the window from some distant source and drew a soft diagonal acrossthe bed. It
was enough for him to see her eyes moving under her lids, and he could hear the labor of her lungs, asif
shewere out of breath. Once her foot made asmdll kicking motion. Like her brother’s, her dreamsled
her fadt, far.

He reached out his hand towards her but then drew it back. How sweet she seemed, smelling of hashish
and deep, and perhaps even alittle love, her skin pale and luminous, stretched tight over her sharp
bones, her hair so black. Looking at her, he tried to remember other women—afew, older, along time
before. They had never taken off their clothes. And sometimes, later, he had gone down to the market at
night, to stals rented from the bishop by the guild of prostitutes, but from those places he remembered
mostly the colored lights and the peculiar textures of certain kinds of artificid cloth againg hisskin, and it
was asif those things had happened to another body, not this clean one he had now, lying in this clean
bed, but to another one, asif he had put on another body like asuit of old clothesto do some
unmemorable and degrading chore.

Charity’ s breathing settled down, and she rolled over onto her back. The bones of her pelvisand the
bottom of her rib cage stood out in astark circle, filling with shadows as her belly sank down. Her skin
aong the ridge seemed stretched dmost to breaking. Again he put his hand out to her, and again he
hestated.

In the morning, Thanakar went off to war. And in alittle while he cameto think: happiness, like most
things, incressesin vaue with itsrarity. At first, hitching up hismules and looking at the glum faces around
him, he had felt arrogant and alive, arich man among poor. But as the weeks went by, and the wagons
filled with wounded men, and the tentswent up in villages of starving people, then Thanakar’ s happiness
made him uneasy, and he guarded it like aman carrying money through an aleyway, afraid that some
skinny hand might snatch it. He held it in asecret place, and only took it out from time to time when he
was aone.

He had dreamed of war ever since he was a child, and been ashamed he couldn’t go. God had made the
Starbridges the wardens of Earth, of dl the nine planets, and the two keys he had put upon their ring



were the army and the church. A man not part of ether found it hard to justify himsalf, because prison
wardens have ajob to do to earn their keep. And even though he had never believed much in the myth, it
didn’t matter. He found it hard not to see himsalf through other peopl€e’ s eyes, through the shrewd,

ng glances of windows, and superannuated officers who had known hisfather.

But you had to be well rested, to care what people thought of you. It was strange how quickly you lost
the habit of imagining. Dreaming of war, his mind had made beautiful pictures, and because he had been a
redigtic child, even the most beautiful were aso horrifying and grotesque. Still, they were pictures,
because the mind’ s eye is more devel oped than its hand or tongue or ear. But at the war itsdf, Sitting at
nightfall near thefire, drinking out of atin can, hefound that sounds, tastes, smells made up most of what
he knew. Visua images were drowned in them. Coming up from the city, long black lines of soldiershad
writhed like snakes over the rocks, and at first he had twisted backward in his saddle and sat gazing,
trying to impress the image in hismind. But after aday he had stopped looking, and when, in camp after
sx weeks, helooked back on that trip, all that really came to mind was the dust a midday and the wind
licking hisface with itstongue coarse and dry.

Perhaps, he thought, stretching out his sore leg towards the campfire, if he were ever redly in abattle, it
would be different. Then there would be lots to see. But he was always where a battle had just been, and
sometimes he could hear it going on over the next hill. Stretching out hisleg, he turned and watched the
canvas tents behind him and the shadows of the surgeons still at work, made huge by thelampsinside,
made grotesgue by the bellying wind. Still, he thought, al he felt like remembering from this night would
be the taste of the whiskey in the can, the same episcopa whiskey they were using as anaesthetic now.
The taste of the whiskey and the drunken singing of the amputees. Most wouldn't know till morning that
they had logt alimb. In the meantime, it would be hard to deep.

Things you could imagine but you never saw, you could make perfect in your mind. Y ou could control
them. Y et asachild he hadn’t predicted there would be opportunitiesfor pleasure here too—the smell of
hisdirty uniform, dept in, worked in. The anaesthetizing taste of whiskey. Being too tired to think of
consequences lining up like policemen. The cods settling down. Life sesemed precious when you saw so
many waysto loseit.

The doctor stretched hisleg out towards the campfire and leaned back. What made him happy was
another image, one he carried with him like a snapshot. Charity Starbridge lay adeep, curled up avay
from him, her mouth open alittle. As hewatched, she turned over onto her back.

“Think there'll be trouble?” asked aman.

Thanakar shrugged. It felt good not to care.

“It'sno good taking that line,” said the man. “Y ou could have fucked thiswhole thing up.”
True enough, once again, thought the doctor wearily. That afternoon he had gotten into afight.
“Not that | blameyou,” said the man. “It’ sjust that things with the bishop are touchy enough.”

That afternoon they had been busy. Men had been stretched out al over the rocks. There had been no
time for foolishness, but one of the surgeons was the bishop’s spy. He had put up an dtar ontheridge
and performed unproductive magic most of the morning, waving afesather fan. Thanakar had gotten tired
of seeing him up there, hisred robes flapping undernesth his gpron. So he had sent word for him to stop,
to go work in ashallow cave where some of the most hopeless cases had been laid out of the wind.
There were three Starbridges, whose names and obligations had driven them to acts of crazy heroism.
And two others, generd infantry, but when Thanakar camein later to see, he found the surgeon fussing
with the corpse of an officer, whileright beside him lay acommon soldier with the most gppalling injuries.



Thanakar had heard him crying from across the field. But when he knelt down over him, the surgeon
stopped his hand, saying, “Don’t touch him. Don't pollute yoursdf.” He showed Thanakar the boy’s
forearm and the tattoos of his horoscope. “Glassminer,” he said. “Human filth. He deservesthis. It
teach him. Look at his complexion. Look how pae.” And he had stooped down to mark the boy’s
shoulder with hisscalpd, and cut the symbal for the ninth planet into hisflesh.

But as he made the incision, Thanakar had grabbed hiswrist and dapped his hand awvay. He had stood
and kicked him as he went down, and hurt hisleg, so that later he could barely stand. Then he had
wasted more time than he should have on the boy, who died anyway. He had given him the last of the
morphine, and stopped him from crying out so loud.

Thislifewas hard on Thanakar’ sleg, riding on horseback and working al thetime. Kicking priests. It felt
good inaway.

“Y ou can't go around kicking priests,” said the man at the campfire. “Not and not hear about it.”
“Hewasn't apriest.”

“Close enough. Passthe can.”

Thanakar held out the whiskey. “Don’t drink up al the anaesthetic,” he said.

“A man could usealittle” In the tents behind them, quavering voices sang the nationa anthem.

The surgeon spy had gone back towards the city with atrain of wounded, muttering curses and thrests.
“Glad to seethelast of him,” said the man. “ Still, | wonder what he'll say. Not so bad for you, being a
Starbridge. But he might decideto takeit out on the rest of us.”

“I"'m not sure the bishop has the power she once had. The colonel’san atheist.”
“Temporarily. He' snot long for thisworld, the way he fights.”

“Still, he seemsto bewinning.”

“Mmph. Damned canniba.”

Thanakar looked at Charity Starbridge through hismind' s eye. She was sitting up in bed with a pillow
clasped to her chest, wrinkling her nose. It was hard for him to put together a scene with her, or a
conversation. He had spoken to her so rarely. In the prince’ s bedroom he had said dmost nothing, just
limped up behind her as she stood fingering the prince’ s suits, and put his hands around her waist.
Slegping with her once, he hadn’t yet begun to touch the fantasy he had of helping her unlock the prison
of her manners, so that he could coax her out, so that she could say what she felt sometimes. Inthe
morning she had barely spoken, though she had been eager to touch him, to say goodbye.

“Good evening, Commissar,” said the man, making gestures of respect.
“Good evening, Captain. Don't get up. Is Captain Thanakar around?’
“You're stepping on him, sr.”

“Ah. My boy.”

“Micum.” The doctor roused himsdlf. “Where did you come from?”’

“Just crossing back. | went up to listen to some music.”



“No need for that, Sir,” said the man. “We' ve got our own.” He jerked histhumb back towards the tents.
“So | noticed. What isthat noise?’

“Choair practice, sir. Half abottle for an arm, three-quartersfor aleg. Have some.” He held out the can.
“Thank you, Captain.” Micum brushed off arock and sat down by thefire.

“What music?’ asked Thanakar.

“Antinomias. They' re camped over the next ridge.”

“Damned cannibas,” muttered the man, but Thanakar sat up. In Six weeks he hadn’t seen one. They
didn’t come much to the hospitd, preferring to ignore awound or kill themselvesif it got too bad. “ Are
we that near to the front?’ he asked.

“Not much of afront,” said the commissar. “And we' re not very near it. Aspe sent them back to rest.”
He frowned. “ They’ ve been out repacifying.”

“Murderous bastards,” said the man. “Aspe sjust asbad. Sir,” he added when he noticed the
commissar’ sraised eyebrows.

“He sagreat commander.”
“He salunatic. Sr.”

Micum laughed. “Perhaps. I"d think you' d be obliged to him, getting you into uniform. Without him,
you'd gtill be ddlivering babies”

“I’m not complaining, sir,” said the man. “But it was bound to happen. My great-greet-grandfather wasa
doctor inthiswar.”

“How long ago wasthat?’
The man squinted. “ Onefull year.”

“There, you see? Y ou'rethe first doctors this season. In my time, we never had such luxuries. Officers,
of course, but al the rest, we just had to shoot them in rows and send them back for the prieststo sort
out. They’ d be having partiesjust behind the lines. Funerd rites. Y ou could hear them every night, and
seethefireworks. It was cold, back then. Thiswhole areawas under snow, thefirst time | came out. Of
course, we were never this closein. We were winning, that season. At one point, we almost thought

we d won.”

They were sitting around afire, in ahollow in the rocks out of the wind: Micum and Thanakar, and the
man. He was a Starbridge halfbreed on hisfather’ s side, but unlike most, he had been acknowledged by
hisfather and sent to school. That accounted for his easy mannerswith al classes, and he was not likely
to be punished for them ether, because he was a good doctor, and in the city he had been licensed to
treat Starbridges, though only with hisright hand. He was abig man, and his hair was red, not one of the
crimina shades, but too bright for comfort, and if he had gotten into other kinds of trouble, it might have
been held againgt him. In the city he had dyed it, as many did.

Now it was beginning to grow out. His name was Patan Bloodstar. His mother had been anurse.

“Got aletter from Charity,” said the commissar. “ She sends her love.”



Thanakar frowned, wondering what aletter from Charity would look like. “1 anwell. | hopeyou are
well. | saw something today that made me happy, thinking of you'. . .” There were form booksfor al
types of |etters, prepared by the bishop’ s council for the use of wives, and if the | etters varied depending
on the horoscope, the season, the date, their tone never varied. Charity would follow them scrupuloudly,
Thanakar imagined, and if she dlowed in any bitterness or substance, it would take a clearer eye than the
commissar’ sto seeit. Or if there was any hitterness, perhaps she would expressit in the sarcastic beauty
of her caligraphy, the complicated ideographs which proclaimed her education and housed her foolish
sentiments asapaacewould adave.

“Charity ismy wife,” explained the commissar.

Bloodstar stared at him, and made alittle circlewith hislips. “You' realiberd man, sr,” he said after a
pause.

“Not at dl. Thanakar islike ason to me.”

“Well, ar,” said Bloodstar. “Herée sto the end of stupidness.” He toasted with the can. “ My grandmother
told me that in summer married women used to walk out in the streets. | guessit wastoo hot to stay
ingde. I'd liketo liveto seeit.”

Thiskind of talk made Thanakar fedl ashamed, asif he and Charity, by deeping together, had somehow
justified the bishop’ s regulations. There were acres of cells up on the mountain reserved for adulterers,
and they were mostly empty these days. Thanakar wondered if come summer they were mostly full.

“If thingsare going to change at dl,” the commissar was saying, “we haveto trust each other.”

From the ridge above them came the sound of gunfire, just afew shots, and then some ydling in the dark,
and adog howling. Then silence, and then the dog started to howl again, nearer now. The sound
stretched and broke, suddenly, and there was silence again in the dark night, for the amputees had
quieted down. And then they heard awoman’ svoice calling out, very near. The commissar got to his
feet. There were sounds of some rocksfaling, and the frightened neighing of ahorse, and the voice
caling out again, wordless and soothing. Then they could hear the horse' s hooves, down on the bedrock
where they had camped, coming towards them. A dog dunk out from between two boulders and stood

grinning, histongue hanging out.

The shadow of ahorse stepped out of the darkness, its hooves talking on the bare rock. It hesitated for a
moment outside the circle of firdight, and then it epped indde, suddenly diminished asit shed night's
bulky cloak. Onitsback sat ayoung woman and a boy, staring down at them. They were dressed in
horsehair breeches, and naked from the waist up. The woman sat behind, holding the reinsin one hand
and ariflein the other, itsbarrel pointed to the sky. The firdight shone on her skin and her small breasts,
her proud face and the bandage wrapped around her forehead.

The boy leaned back againgt her. In one hand he carried asmal horn, amess of copper tubing coiled like
awhip. Across hisknees hung the body of arock cat, bright gold in that light, till dripping blood. Tied to
the saddle horn between his legs swung a battered trophy, aman’ s severed heed, tied up by his hair.

“Wedcome” said the commissar.
“Good hunting,” said the boy.

Behind them, the singing had been quiet for awhile, but then from the tents broke out along blubbering
cry, asadrunken man awoke to what he had lost. The horse shied at the sound, and the woman reined it
inanarrow stamping circle. It kicked nervoudy at the stones, kicking up sparks.



“Dangerous, riding at night,” remarked the commissar.
“A horselivesto run,” said the boy. “Tonight, not tomorrow.”

“Y eah, yeah,” muttered Bloodstar. “ Pedantic bastards.” He got to hisfeet, looking backward towards
the tents, towards the weeping and the crying out, as other men cursed at being woken. “I’ll go see,” he
said. Heraised the can to hislipsfor afind drink.

The boy sniffed the air. “Whiskey,” he said. The woman kicked the horse afew steps towards them.

“Oh, noyou don't,” said Bloodstar. He put the can behind his back and stood motionless as the woman
looked at him inquigitively. She sat quiet for along moment, and when she moved, findly, it was atiny
gesture, nothing at al, except for the care that she put into it. She sat with her rifle stock in the crook of
her thigh, the barrdl pointed upward, and then she turned her wrist, so that the gun turned in her hand and
the trigger guard faced out instead of in.

The commissar broke the silence. “ That’ s not very hospitable, Captain,” he said.

“Drunken savages,” muttered Bloodstar. The woman looked at him curioudly, and the boy held out his
hand. Still muttering, Bloodstar came down towards him and gave him the can. He needn’t have worried.
The boy took only asmall swallow, and Thanakar admired the light on his pale skin as he stretched back
his head and the liquor knotted histhroat for an instant. He didn’t offer any to hissister, nor did she teke
it. Shejust sat there, staring a Bloodstar until the boy finished with the can and handed it back, and then
she whedled the horse around and kicked it out into the dark. The dog got up and followed them. Behind
Thanakar, the noisein the tents died down.

“Drunken savages,” repeated Bloodstar louder.
“They don’'t drink much,” said the commissar. “Not like us. They don't have to. Nothing to forget.”

“Cannibals,” continued Bloodstar, making the gesture of purification, dropping hisface down to each
armpit inturn. “That rock cat didn’t die of old age. They murdered it. | bet they eet it.” He poured the
rest of the whiskey out onto the rocks, and then dropped the can.

“I'll bet,” said the commissar sadly, looking out into the dark.

Thanakar sat cross-legged, feeding thefire. “ Our ancestors ate mesat,” he said. “Not so long ago.”
“Pedants, everywhere,” said Bloodstar, grinning. He sat back down. “How do you know?’
“Teeth. We ve got theteeth for it.”

“I guesswe ve evolved alittle”

“No,” said Thanakar. “It' s not aquestion of that. At least, not at the beginning. It was a question of
property rights. The eighth bishop banned it. He said animaswere God' s property. His property, he
meant. Starbridges used to eat meet long after that, long after it wasillegal for everybody ese. Thenwe
logt thetaste for it.”

“Wall, that’sevolution, isn't it?” asked Bloodstar. “ They' re savages. Come on. They cut peopl€ s heads
off and ride around with them. What do you think happens to the bodies?’

The commissar was gill standing. “Whatever they are now, they were a peaceful people once,” he said.

The next day, Aspe crossed over the escarpment down into the river valley, and here the land was more



fertile, with the swollen river rushing through. The rain had had some effect here; aready athin gauze of
grass had stretched over the wizened earth, grotesque somehow, like a sweet new shroud for an old
corpse. Thiswas monastic land and supported anumber of villages, each grouped around ashrine. The
people of each village had worked at adifferent cottage industry for the monks. There was atown of
weavers, of tinsmiths, of taillors. And in front of each stone gate was theimage of that town’s product—a
stone umbrelatwenty feet high, a stone sock garter, intricately carved, twice the length of aman.

The inhabitants, rotten with adventism, had rebelled. They had joined King Argon as hisarmy had come
through, and many of them had abandoned everything to follow it asit receded. Others had stripped of f
their clothes and run naked into the hills. In an adventist delirium, expecting their savior every minute, they
had burned their crops. The monks had alowed only one food in each village, turnipsfor one, cabbages
for another, and the tattoos of the villagers had prohibited them from touching anything but that one
vegetable, boiled whole. For many that had been the bitterest part of davery, and when King Argon
came, they had torched their own fields, thinking that the land would blossom under the conqueror’ sfeet,
and sprout up fruits and flowers, and need no tending. Argon had encouraged the fantasy, but even so he
had had them whipped, for he was desperate for the food. They had run off terrified into the hills.

So by thetime King Argon’s army had retreated to the monastery at the head of the valey, and Colonel
Aspe was chasing stragglerstowards it up the road, these villages were dmost deserted. Aspe ordered
that the remnants of the population be spared, and he sent the antinomialsthe long way round. At one
gate, he reined his horse next to the immense stone statue there, wondering what it was. For generations,
the villagers had made alittle wooden toy in the shape of aduck. Only afew old men and women were
left now, huddled in the shadow of the gate, and some came out when they saw him and went down on
their knees next to his stirrup, begging for food. They had brought as offerings afew samples of thelittle
toy. Aspe leaned down to take one. It was aduck, and when he pushed hisfinger into the bottom of its
base, its bill sagged open and itstail sagged down.

Aspe sat in his saddle, chewing a piece of melon. He played with the duck without looking at it ashe
squinted up the valey into the sun. Then he leaned and spat afew melon seeds meditatively onto the bald
head of one of the villagers, and he was amazed to see the man grab them and put them into his mouth.
Aspe dropped the rest of the melon rind onto awoman'’ s back as she searched among the pebblesfor a
seed that might have dropped. Another man grabbed it, but there was no fight; he broke off pieces of it
and handed them around, making little bowing motionswith his head.

The colond gestured with hishand and his adjutant rode up, adick officer of the purge. “ Give them
something to eat,” the colonel commanded. “Feed them.”

The officer shrugged. “It' sawaste, Sr,” he said. “ These people dways die when therains come. They're
usedtoit.”

“Feed them,” repeated the colond harshly, and then he spurred his horse.

But his order wasignored.

Two days later, Thanakar saw some of the battlefront. He had crossed over to the valley and road,
following the army’ s baggage, and he had accepted an invitation from Micum Starbridge to ride his
elephant. It was ahairy beast, hedlthier than most, but even o its shaggy back was clotted with scum,
and scum hung down fromitsgreet lips, for it had caught alung infection in therain, in the cold nights,
Thanakar was sorry he had come. He and the commissar rode in a carriage on its back, and Thanakar
resented sitting so close to the old man, not because he didiked him. In the days of the campaign, he had
grown fond of him. But if he had liked him less, he would have resented him less, becauseif amanisa
fool, perhagps you have amora obligation to try and hurt him secretly, to deep with hiswifeif you can.



Not quite that, thought Thanakar, smiling. But &t least you don't fed so guilty. Asherode, helooked for
things about the old man to didike, and in hismind he drew a caricature of Micum'’s profile against the
date-blue sde of the gorge, hisnose and lips protruding like apig' s snout, his eye peering out from alittle
puckered whirlpoal of flesh, hishair cut short like bristle. Thanakar relaxed, and the man became human
again. Hisfeatures did back into place; he turned and smiled, hisface warm and friendly, his eyes sad.
Thanakar wished that he had come another way, but hisleg wastoo sore for him to ride ahorse.

Theriver valey was paved with smooth white stones. It was aflat mile across, and the dopes came
down sheer on either Sde. Theriver ran adozen twisting courses over the stones, and the road skirted
the cliff dong the east bank, one of agreat skein of roads caled the Northways, which twisted like the
river dl over thedigtrict. The army followed it upstream, towards the monastery of St. Serpentine
Boylove high up ahead: spires and battlements cut into the mountain, but till out of sght from where they
sat on eephantback. The view was blocked by rocks, a configuration known locally asthe Keyhole. A
few miles up, the cliffs on each sSde of theriver jutted in until they dmost touched, and the road led
through anarrow defile while the river roared benesth it. And high above the road, the overhanging dliffs
amost touched. Therethey werejoined by a span of masonry, and Thanakar could see the heads of
enemy soldierswalking back and forth along it.

He borrowed the commissar’ sfield glasses. Heads in black helmets moved back and forth, and on the
rampart, someone had painted awhite phoenix risng fromits nest of fire, asymbol of adventism. Below
that, Thanakar followed some ropes down into the blue sky below the bridge, and at the ends hung
bodies. He was used to that. King Argon had decorated each hilltop in the district with athicket of
crucifixes, and nailed up loydists and monks. Their red robes fluttered in the wind like flags, and carrion
crows perched along their outstretched arms. Here and there a cartwheel had been hoisted to the top of
along pole, and aman had been spread out on it, dissmboweled for the crows, while other men hung by
onewrigt from the rim until their arms fell off. Thanakar was used to it. As he watched the bridge above
the Keyhole, another man was lifted to the rampart and pushed over, to jerk at the end of arope. He
was dressed in golden robes. Thanakar passed the glasses to the commissar, who peered through them.
“Abbot,” he said briefly, and made the customary gestures of respect.

In the shadow of aboulder up ahead, Colond Aspe sat with some officers and antinomials. He was
edting grapes and spitting out the seeds while the others argued. 1t was a peculiar kind of argument. The
captain of hisregiment, abandy-legged southerner with around head and fal se teeth, was angry. He
pointed and swore at the antinomials, but his accent was thick, and his teeth clattered when he spoke.
“Schob. Thamn you. Fwerk,” he said, but nobody could understand him. And so he shook hisfist, and
looked up at hisorderly standing near, and relgpsed into his native language, dl spitting sounds and
growls

The orderly saluted stiffly and trandated. “ He saysit wasfor you, loping theridge. For you kept. No.
Colond’s orders, hewastelling you. | tell you! Scrape that shit off the rocks!” He gestured towards the
enemy soldiers above their heads. “Now what you do here? What are you? Where you go?’

One of the antinomia s was awide man with ashaved head and aflat, white, masklike face. Hewore
sunglasses, and his skin after weeks in the sun seemed to be getting paler as the others burned and
tanned, bleaching like shdll or bone. Heturned hisface away and then he smiled, humming an inquisitive
little tune. He didn’t understand.

The southerners glared at him, the captain spitting and cursing while his orderly clicked hishedsand
trandated. “ Y ou bastard, please!” he said. “ Cowardly shithead! Canniba! Why not ridge? Y ou, on
ridge” He sdluted.

“He' ssaying,” said the colonel’ s adjutant, “that you were supposed to follow the hills. He saysthose



were your orders. He saysif you had followed orders, we wouldn't be stuck herein the valley with those
felowsabove us”

“Supposed,” said the antinomid thoughtfully. “ Supposed to do.” He frowned, and the tune he was
humming changed.

The colond smiled. “ Suggested, my brother.” He sang alittle song in hisharsh voice.

“Hot there,” said the antinomid, putting words together with difficulty. And he coated them with
humming, which made them hard to understand. “Too hot up there. No water. | come dong theriver.”

“Beddes,” said the adjutant, dapper and smooth. “I don't understand the fuss. We're not stuck here. We
can rideright through. Argon’s at the monastery.”

The southern captain started to spit and growl. His orderly trandated, sauting. “Fool! Y ou arefool! Sir!”
He gestured towards the bridge above their heads, and the helmets of the enemy soldiers. “They kill us
here. Too . . .” He put his pams an inch apart, indicating “ narrow.”

The antinomia looked at him with scorn. “ Slaves are afraid of death,” he said. “Only daves.” Hegot to
his feet and started walking towards the road, but the colonel laughed and sang a song that made him turn
around.

“Maybe you should let him go through, Sir,” said the adjutant. “We need a scout.”

“Not him,” replied Aspe. “ Get me fodder.” He squinted down the river road, where the army stretched
and coiled for amile or more. “ Starbridges. Who' s on the elephant? Read me their flags.”

His adjutant lifted apair of field glasses. Above the carriage on the elephant’ s back rose apair of
fluttering white ensigns. “ Thanakar and Micum Starbridge,” he said.

“I've never heard of them.”
“Trangport corps,” said his adjutant. “One sadoctor. Y ou shouldn’'t waste him, Sir.”
“Ishe brave?”

“Of course.” A ligt of obligations was sewn onto each flag. “ Fourth degree, both of them. They were
born under the samesign.”

“Fourth degree?”
“Uptoandincluding loss of life”
“Good. That's handy. What about obedience?’

“You can seeit. It sthat red crescent on the commissar’ sflag. The doctor doesn't haveit. HE sa. . .
cynic, it says. He believesin.. . . nothing.”

The colond frowned. “He soundslikeafool.”
“No, gr. You can seefrom here. Fifth degreeintelligence. It' sthat triangle right at the top of the flag.”

But Aspewas no longer listening. He was singing for hishorse, and it lifted its head where it was drinking
by theriver. Then it neighed and came running, and Aspe seized one of itshorns asit ran past and swung
himsalf up into the saddle. When he reached the road he spurred it to agallop, even though that part of



the valey was crowded with animals, and men standing and sitting, and waiting for something to happen.
Men scattered in front of him, legping for safety off the shoulders of the road, rolling in the dirt out of
reach of hisflying hooves.

“Who isthis madman?’ asked the doctor.

The elephant took up the whole road. When it saw the black horse coming down on it so fadt, it
trumpeted in terror and rai sed its blobby nose to the sky. The commissar stood up in the carriage and
prodded it with his spike, distracting it into giving up dl plansto flee or die. It just stood there, trembling
and swesting, while the colonel reined his horse back on its haunchesin theroad in front of them. He
raised hiswhip above his head.

The colond’ s voice was harshness without substance, the words like coarse dust in a bresth of wind.
Thanakar couldn’t hear him. The noise of the army was too thick around them, and the el ephant seemed
to swest vibrations of thrumming terror through its pores. Aspe cursed and dismounted tiffly. Hisknees
moved giffly when hewalked. It was asif he were only comfortable on horseback, but he grasped the
ladder that hung from the elephant’ s back, and swung himself up, and stood on the beast’ s head while it
bucked and swayed, his gauntlets on hiships.

“Starbridges,” he said. “I need spies. Ride through that notch and tell me what’ sbehind. | an Aspe.”
Thanakar peered ahead. *Y ou fear an ambush, Colonel ?’

“I fear nothing. | welcome an ambush.” Aspe grabbed hold of the eephant’ s ear, preparing to descend.
“Ridethrough.”

“With respect, Colonel,” said Thanakar, “if there isan ambush, they won't spring it for us. They’ll wait
for usto say theroad isclear.”

Aspe shifted his hand to support himsdlf on the doctor’ sflagpole. “ Intelligent,” he sneered. “What if | go?
They won't ress trying to kill me.”

“Your lifeistoo valuableto risk,” said the doctor.

“Vduable! But | don't careif theworld is destroyed thisingtant. Listen to me. Ride through. Take my
bugle. If Argon has stones or missiles lined along the cliff, blow an A sharp. If there are soldiers on the
other side, blow an E flat.”

“I’'m sorry, Colond. | don’t know how.”
“Barbarian! I'll do it mysdlf, then. Doesthis beast know how to walk?’

Goaded, Thanakar grabbed the commissar’ s spike and pushed it into the soft flesh around the el ephant’s
tall. The anima shambled forward, wagging its huge head, Aspe standing on its neck. But when it
reached where the colondl’ s adjutant stood in agroup of officers and men clustered around the colond’s
ensign, it stopped by itself.

“I amgoing,” Aspe called down. “Passmemy flag.” A man uprooted it and threw it up to him; he caught
it and thrust it through the socket in the carriage rail that dready held the doctor’ s and the commissar’s. It
flew above theirs, meaningless red squiggles on ablack background.

Aspe shouted orders, some in speech and some in music, and soon the officers were running to their
gtations, rousing their men. One stood Hill, a handsome man in ared uniform, apriest, the bishop's
liaison. “Colond,” he shouted. “The abbot’ s body must be recovered. There are certain ceremonies |



must perform to free his spirit’ sflight to Paradise. Y ou must send men to cut him down.”

The colondl looked up at the abbot’ s body, revolving in the last of the sun. “But your Paradiseisjust a
lump of rock,” he said. “1 wouldn't waste the tenth part of a second on that fat carrion. Be thankful that
thereisnolifeto come. If therewere, he d rot in hell. Ride on,” he said, and then he paused. “ Garin,” he
caled, and ayoung boy stepped out of the shadow of aboulder.

“Yes gr.”

“I left my horse down by that arch of rock. Strip him and comb him. Give him oats mixed with red wine.”
“Yes ar.”

“Good.”

In front of them the sandstone wall rose like arampart. The e ephant ambled up the road towards the
notch where the river ran out. A hundred feet above them, enemy soldiers started to shoot asthey came
inrange. Commissar Micum lit acigarette, and the sweet marijuanasmell was comfortable to Thanakar
as he held the dephant to awalk, to pace their bravery. And in alittle while, the lower rocks around the
Keyhole sheltered them from the soldiers. The rock formations, petrified remnants of old sand dunes,
pink and scarlet in the setting sun, blocked their fire. But there were some soldiers on the bridge between
the cliffs. They threw down firebombs and bags of what seemed like excrement as the e ephant passed
undernesth.

In the Keyhole, the rocks closed over their headsin akind of tunndl. In the last moment before entering,
Thanakar looked back towards the army. It had spread and scattered, and tents were going up. But a
clump of officers till stood, arguing and staring after them through telescopes, and Thanakar could see
bands of antinomials on horseback passing back and forth, and he could see the man with the shaved
head and sunglasses standing in front of the rest, atrumpet in his hands.

“Dowe have aplan?’ he asked.

Aspe leaned backward to pluck the cigarette from the commissar’ slips and puff on it himself. “Long
ago,” he said, “my brothers and sisters found a path far beyond what you cdl civilization. Because of
what | am, | can beat these daves,” he gestured vaguely up ahead, “wherever | meet them, whatever the
odds. My way has gonefar past strategies and plans. But because | have barbariansin my army, | have
to pretend.” He shrugged, expelling smoke from his nogtrils. “My brothers and ssterswill camp up ahead
tonight, if they want. They may hold it for the othersin the morning. It istoo late for them tonight. They
rode all day and need their rest.”

“And us?’

“Look how beautiful it is” They werein the Keyhole, in along tunne of sculptured sandstone, ahundred
feet high. It was quieter hereinside, and the river ran deep and placid below the road. The coloné
pointed back to where acorner of the sun still shone through an arch of rock, making it glow asif
tranducent. “Look,” he repeated. “Danger gives each moment power, asif it were the only onethere
ever was. Don’t waste it worrying. It will soon disappear. How can | describeit?Itis. . .”

“Trandence,” suggested Thanakar.

“Yes. Perhaps.” Aspe sighed. “Often | can't talk to my own family. | need to talk, sometimes. When |
was young | tried to break away from them. But | could never bresk away.”

“A biter,” said Thanakar.



“Yes. A biter. It wasn't dways so. | wasan artist once.” He stripped off his gauntlets and showed them
his hands, one flesh, oneaclaw of stedl. “When | lost that, it was asif dl the music stayed caught insde,
and it could only escape through talking, doing, making, words. | had lost the way to free myself.”

The dephant trudged on in silence for awhile. Bullets started to flick around them.

The commissar hadn’t spoken in along time. He cleared histhroat nervoudy. “I'm very worried about
Abu,” hesaid.

“Wherever heis, it'sbound to be safer than wherewe are,” replied the doctor.

“I'm very worried. Heis so vulnerable”

“Not half so vulnerable aswe are,” said the doctor, looking around for the source of the bullets.
“It'snot good to run off likethat. A man has responshilities. I1t'snot good.”

“Hell bedl right,” said the doctor anxioudy. They were approaching the end of the Keyhole. Through a
break in the rocks up ahead, they could see the towers of . Serpentine, high on the hillside, ill in
sunlight. They turned acorner and the valey opened up in front of them, ringed with sharp hills. Where
the road started to climb up towards the monagtery, haf amilein front of them, several hundred soldiers
blocked the way.

“If thisisan ambush,” murmured the commissar, “it’ sthe most foolish one |’ ve ever seen. Unlessthose
troops are bait.”

Aspe grunted. “ Argon Starbridge has guns,” he said. “That | know. There.” He pointed up the road, up
past the soldiers, up the hillsde to whereit disappeared into atunnd below the monastery gate. A series
of terraceswere cut into the cliff just where the road disappeared. “ There,” he said.

“I can’'t see. It'stoo far,” said the commissar.

“It'sasplain asday. Field howitzers. Y ou can seethe crews.”

“I can't seeit. Where?” The commissar was fumbling with hisfield glasses,
Aspegrunted. “Let’sgo,” hesaid. “Forward. | want to test the range.”

Thanakar prodded their e ephant into awalk again, and they shambled down the road. The enemy
soldiers were adventists, drawn in three lines across the road. They carried red-and-white banners, and
flags of the phoenix and the rising sun. At about four hundred yards they opened fire.

“Steady,” said Ape, but it was useless. The bullets made a sucking sound as they hit the ephant; it just
stopped and refused to go any farther, though Thanakar stood up and goaded it until it bled. It just stood
there, and then it knelt down solemnly. It wouldn't take another step.

“Stay here,” said Aspe. He jumped down from the elephant’ s back, his boots ringing on the stones. He
waked forward down the road alittle distance, and from the pouch at his side he produced a copper
bugle. Then heraised hisarms and shouted out, asif cdling for slence, once, twice, three times, and
perhapsit wasjust atrick of the rocks, but his voice seemed to fill the valley and the gunfire lessened. As
he put the bugleto hislips, it aimost stopped. He started to play asong, full of low notes and deep
melancholy, and Thanakar noticed that some of the adventistsin front had dropped their weapons, and
some were praying, and some knelt down and put their foreheads to the stones. And the sound of the
music seemed to carry along way, for Thanakar thought he heard an echo from behind them, but then he



looked back and saw, sitting on an outcropping of rock far above the river and the road, the white-faced
antinomia with sunglasses, the sunset gathering around him, and hislong trumpet lifted to the sky. Above
him, the clouds had caught on fire.

For along time the two men played, not the same song, but melodies that seemed to catch each other in
asad, loveless embrace. And underneath the music Thanakar could hear the running river, and then he
could hear the sound of hoofbeats and a different kind of singing, and in this new sound he recognized for
thefirgt time thewar song of the antinomials, and it wasn't wild or harsh or even loud, but instead it
seemed to linger somewhere in the sky, pure, bitter, restrained, amost out of earshot, not one song but a
thousand, mixing and searching high above them for harmonies among the clouds.

The commissar was studying the enemy through hisfield glasses. “Incredible” hesaid. “They are
weeping. You can seethetears.”

Thanakar looked back towards the Keyhole. From agap in the rocks the first of the antinomias rode
out, men and women riding on horseback, jumping over boulders. They rode and turned and mixed in a
whirling pattern every moment more complex, because a every moment there were more of them. They
wheeled and changed direction, sporeading out around them in aspinning circle, the dying dephant at its
hub, and then they turned and circled Aspe as he stood with hisbugleto hislips. They carried riflesand
machetesin scabbards on their saddles, but they never touched them, and if the adventists had opened
fire, they could havekilled great numbers. But dl thistime the enemy stood asif pardyzed asthe
antinomias spun and circled closer and closer, and it got dark. Soon light touched only the topmost
towers of the monagtery, and the rest of the valey filled with shadows, like abowl filling up with ashes
under the burning sky.

Intime, the enemy lit torches and retreated up the road. Then the guns talked from the mountains and
gpat long streamers of green fire, trying to find the antinomiasin their range, but they couldn’t spit far
enough. Up theroad, they lathered the whole valley with green fire, asif to show that there was no part
of it they couldn’t reach. By thelight of those unearthly flames, the antinomials dismounted and made
camp.

“He snot an officer commanding troops. He conjures them, like amagician conjuring demons,” sad
Thanakar.

“Or angels” replied the commissar.
“There' sno difference,” said Thanakar airily. “ They’rejust asdifficult to control.”

Thetwo men were Sitting outside their own careful tent, at thetop of asmall dope. They st in
deckchairs, looking down towards the riverside where the antinomials were camped around some
bonfires. Tents stood scattered asif at random aong the bottom of the valey, haf erected, falen down.
A few seemed to have been lit on fire, and people squatted around them warming their hands. From the
river came a constant noise of plashing and yelling as men and women, naked in the cooling wind,
washed themsealves and splashed each other like children. Dogs ran everywhere, little barking dogs from
the city temples and huge shaggy brutes picked up aong the line of march. They had dunk down from the
empty hillswherever the army passed, to run with the antinomias: slent beasts, dinking with their heads
closeto the ground, stedling food, and boys and girls ran after them, dapping at their shaggy heads and
laughing when they tried to bite. There was food enough for everyone that night. Asthe two Starbridges
had |ooked on, gppalled, the antinomias had butchered the dead € ephant, gutted it, stripped off its skin,
diced long dabs of meat from its bones, broken the skeleton apart. Thanakar was a good cook, and he
had made an excellent med for the two of them over the primus, white rice and pickled figs, served in
lacquer bowlswith sprigs of mint. But asthey sat in deck chairslooking out over the camp, it was



impossibleto eat. The smell of roasting flesh rose up everywhere around them, and everywhere people
ydled and reded asif drunk with blood.

Later they had seen the colond stand up, surrounded by acircle of hisfamily, hissted fist raised to the
sky, and they had heard some of histalking, too, alow toneless whisper. It had no words or voice. Y et
gtill it wasn't buried among all the other sounds, the shouts, barking laughter, people ringing saucepans
like gongs, people making music. It rose above those noises like akind of vapor, like the distilled essence
of dl the soundsin that disordered camp. It seemed to distill what al of them evoked in different ways, a
yearning for something out of reach, and the defiant joy that comes from never settling for anything less.

“I haveto get back as quickly as| can,” Thanakar was saying. “1’ m the only one who can redo hands.
Bloodstar getsto thewrist al right, but the fingers turn out webbed, like afin or aflipper. Not that we
have the materidsto do acareful job. Still, they must be wondering wherel am.”

“WEe ll go back inthe morning,” said the commissar, hdf-ligening. “We ll dl go back. Thegunsare
impregneblefrom thisside”

The bonfires had burned low, and before long everything was dark. But tracer shells till drew occasional
parabolas across the sky. They fell short, noisdesdy, and flared up.

The two men heard footsteps coming up the dope, and Aspe stepped into their lamplight, carrying a
bottle. He was smiling and flushed. Exultation freed his movement and the gestures of his hands, and
made him seem bigger even than hewas. The air was coal, yet his face shone with swest, the seams and
scarsstanding out in Slver linesaong his cheeks.

“I have cometo seeif you are comfortable,” he said. “I’m going back.” He paused when they said
nothing, then continued. “I should have brought the horse. | wasafooal. | havetowalk, but | fed like
walking. | havethem,” heexulted. “I havethemin my hand.”

“What do you mean?’ asked Thanakar.

“Tonight they sworeto follow me. Me. They swore to obey me for one month. It’snot long enough, for a
long journey. It does't matter. What isamonth to them? A word. | will makeit long enough.”

“| don’t understand.”

“No, of course not. Why should you? When have you ever understood anything of importance?’” Aspe
sprawled down heavily on the stonesin front of the tent, and his bottle made achink as he put it down.
Hetook out hisknife and madealineinthedirt. “Thisisthe valey,” he said. “North and south. The guns
areat thisend,” he said, touching the north end with hisknife. “ The guns and the monastery. We are
here,” he continued, bisecting the line with asmal mark. “ Just north of this notch, facing the guns. The
army is here, where we |eft them on the other side. Tonight | go back to join them, and tomorrow
morning we must circle round, out of the valey onto theridge. | know theway.” A tracer lit the sky, and
lit the valley from the monastery to the notch, and showed the escarpment on either side. 1 will meet
King Argon there.” Aspe pointed with hisknife to the top of the ridge northeast of where they sat. “|
know the place. But | must keep men here. Otherwise the King will try and move his guns. But when he
shoots those flares, he thinks he sees my army. My brothers and ssterswill stay hereall day. They have
giventher word.”

He paused, then went on. “No, not that. They have no word to give. | don’t want that. But | have given
them asymbol.” He reached into his breast and pulled out awhite silk scarf. “ They will follow this, and
the man who carriesit. And | will burn it one month from tonight, when | have led them home.”



“| don't understand,” said Thanakar.

“Thenitistoo hard to explain to you.” Aspe turned to the commissar. “Old man,” hesaid. “Itisasinto
try and break the unbreakable horse. Soit is. But | found this horse shackled and bound, and | broke the
chain and loosened the rope. Only, | must lead it for atime. | too have my obligations. But when King
Argon’'shead isonapoleand | have sent it to the emperor, then | ride north, and my family rides with
me. They follow me because of amemory | gavethem. | can make picturesin the air. Have you seen it?
No?Barbarians! No matter, it'satrick | have. Itisamagic that | learned long ago. | have giventhem a
memory of freedom. Every night | have sung it intheir ear. But | will not betray them, not thistime.

North, north above Rang-river, where the grass grows, and there sfish in the water and snow on the hill.
In the house where | was born, | will Sshg my music. | have pledged my word. | will not bresk it. One
week from tonight | ride. And my people will ride with me.”

“The savior of hisrace” muttered the commissar.

“Ahyes, abiter,” said Aspe, smiling vicioudy. “ And maybe hoping isthe sharpest bite of dl. But thereis
beautty in the heart of ugliness—I learned that from your bishop. Y ou know she hastrue power, that one.
All therest are conjurers and charlatans—your priests are masters of illusion, as| am. But she hasatrue
power. When | saw her in the center of that circle of old priests, it made methink that there was hope,
for meand dl of us, and that aman could change. It made me hope | had some beauty of my own. A
biter, yes. But look you, Starbridge, look. We can't al keep our fingers clean. Maybe | have been
ambition’sdave, and worse than that, adave to other people. But without me, my brothers and my
sgterswould gtill be stinking in your filthy dum, because sometimesit takes aman with dirt on his hands.”

“I don't deny it,” said the commissar. “The hands don't matter, nor the dirt, nor the man. Only if you
keep thisclean.” He pulled the white scarf from the colond’ sfist, and smoothed out itswrinkles. “ Only if
you never let it drop. But | believe you are what | would call aman of honor. Otherwise you would have
broken them to your own will, and not to this.”

“They would not have been fit to lead, if they had followed me,” muttered Aspe, grabbing back his scarf.
“Remember that,” said the commissar, “and you may do some good.”

Aspegrinned. “Tomorrow you' |l ssemeon theridge.” He pointed with hisknife. “Watch for my
gtandard. Tomorrow I'll break him, by God | will. I’ [l take him on the flank. I'll have King Argon’s head
upon apole. And hisgunswon'’t shoot one shell.” He got to hisfeet, and took his scarf and his bottle
down the dopeinto the dark.

“What does he mean, ‘by God' 7’ asked Thanakar.

“He' s caught between two worlds. He is the saddest man | ever saw, to talk to uslike that. His own
people are beyond his comprehension.” The commissar shivered. “1 fed a presentiment of death,” he
sad.

It rained Al night, without managing to launder morning, which was neither crisp, nor fresh, nor clean. The
sun peered dubioudy through adamp mist, and the sky seemed full of illusions—cloudsin the shape of
continents and monsters as the commissar |ooked out, and once his mother’ s profile drifted by. An
expression of sternness changed to surprise as the clouds lifted her eyebrows, and then she blew apart.

Commissar Micum sniffed theair. “Sugar rain,” he said.

“People have been saying that for weeks,” yawned Thanakar behind him.,



“It'll come.” The commissar stooped and picked up astone from the ground, and tested it between his
fingers. Perhapsit was hisimagination, but it seemed alittle dippery, and it seemed asif someresidue
was |eft on hisfingers. When the rain came, these soneswould shinelike mica, and it would be hard to
stand upright.

The camp was hidden by atattered mist, but through its rents they could see parts of theriver, and
antinomia s washing horses. And in one place they could see a gathering of people, sanding gray and
dispirited, and curioudy still. The sight depressed them, though they caught no shreds of talk. So they
packed quickly, leaving most of what they had. Skirting the camp and meeting no one, they set out on
foot, back through the Keyhole towards where the regular army had camped the night before. Doubtless
the army was gone by now, thought Thanakar, up with Aspe before daybreak, circling round out of the
valey to attack the monastery adong the ridge, but the camp would still be there, and the hospitd.

The rocks|ooked ghostly in the mist, dong the road where they had passed on e ephantback. Leaving
the antinomia s they had met no one, and there was no one on theroad, yet sill they were awaysturning
to look behind them, and peering around boulders and up aong the cliffsthat closed in on either side. For
random sounds seemed to metamorphose into footsteps, and the hissing of the river seemed like voices
cdling. Once they saw someone, an antinomia woman standing motionless by the water’ s edge, barefoot
inthewater. And in the misty morning she looked dark and hard as atall pile of rocks, her pack of
muscles and her small hard breasts, her hair cut short around her broken face; she was not young. She
looked at them asthey passed. They mumbled and bowed their heads, and hugged their cloaks around
them, for her expression was at once scornful, thoughtful, and immeasurably sad, and it made them fedl
nervous and unclean.

“| fed apresentiment of death,” the commissar said again, after they had passed. Thanakar would
remember the words, because at that moment death followed close behind them, and in alittie while,
when the way broadened out and the cliffs started to spread away, desth called out to them, and they
turned to wait for him to gather form out of the mist. He was dressed, as he so often wasin those days, in
the red robes of apriest.

“Wait!” he called in hisghrill voice, and they turned back. It was the bishop’ sliaison, athin handsome
man with laughing eyes. “Wait up,” he said, leaning on arock to catch his bresth.

They waited, and he stood before them, a handsome man with thick black hair, his hands on his hips,
taller than either of them. “I looked for you,” he said. “Where were you? How was your night among the
heethen?’

“Happy,” said the commissar.

“Then it was better than my morning. One of them touched me. Pah!” He spit onto the road. “I washed,
but nothing takes away the smdl.”

“What were you doing there so early?’ asked Thanakar. “Making converts?’

The priest frowned. Thanakar had an uneasy reputation among Starbridges, but the priest could
understand it, given his obligations and hisleg. Any differences between them were nothing compared
with what they shared, the same blood, the same duty, the same family, bonds that mere hatred could
never dissolve. “Preaching,” he answered. “ Of akind. More effective than any I’ ve ever done before, |
think. Y es. They’ ve been a scourge to thiswhole countryside, and flouted God’ s most cherished laws,
but now | think we' ve seen the last of them.”

“What do you mean?’ asked the commissar.



The priest marched past them afew steps. “You'll find out,” he said. “No, I'll tell you. | am triumphant. |
never expected it to be easy, or even possible. Yet it was so easy.” He laughed, a shrill raw sound.

“Tdl me” said the commissar.

For an answer, the priest pulled ascrap of paper from his pocket and smoothed it out for them to see. In
spidery Starbridge pictographs, it read:

Find me away to hang these cannibals and spare me the expense of rope.

Chrism Demiurge, episcopa secretary.
Kindness and Repair
Spring 8, Oct. 19, 00016

“God save us,” said the commissar quietly.

“Aspe came back latelast night,” continued the priest. “ The problem was dways how to separate the
atheistisfrom the rest of the army, but he took care of that. He woke us up for acouncil of war. Then he
roused his regiment, and they were up and away long before dawn. | left as soon as hewas gone.”

“To dowhat?’

“I confess, at first | didn’t know. | thought it was an opportunity not to be missed. | thought of bringing
them false orders, but Aspe can't write, and they can't read. | didn’t know what | was going to say. But
the problem resolved itself. God found away. Aspe was swaggering and boagting last night. | think he
was drunk. And something hesaid . . . | stole hisscarf. Thefool didn’'t even notice.”

“My God,” whigpered the commissar.

“Pahl” continued the priest. “It was as much as| could stand to touch something that belonged to him.
But something he said last night . . . | confess, | underestimated the power it would give me. At first when
| got there they took no notice of me. Y ou know what they’re like. But | wastalking to agroup of them
by abonfire, and frankly | was about to give up. They weren’t even looking at me. But then one of them
noticed the scarf around my arm. | took it off and gave it to him, and after that, everything was different.
It was like amagic talisman. Some savage symbol. They passed it from hand to hand, and the whole
crowd came to stand around me, listening to every word | said. They seemed . . . very subdued. Then at
the end, one of them took the scarf and wound it round the point of aspear, asif it were akind of flag.
Nobody said aword. Of course, | can't be surethey’ Il do it—who can be sure? But | redly think they
might. When | |€ft, they were saddling the horses.”

“What did you tell them?’ asked the commissar.

The priest laughed. “It'sso Smple. | gave them amessage from Aspe. ‘When you see my standard,
come meet me up theroad.” That'sdl.”

“My God,” said the commissar. “They’ re going to charge the guns.”

“Yes, ign'tit pricdless? A fly couldn’t live in that barrage. And Aspe—I thought it o gppropriate that he
should givethesgnd. My only fear is, if the mist holds, they might not see hisflag.”

Thanakar looked up. The clifftopsto the east were il invisible. “It'sachance,” he said. He looked back
down the Keyhole towards the antinomia camp. “I'll go back,” he said.

“No,” said the commissar. “ That' sno use. It'sadecision they have made. They're not stupid. No.



Y ou’ ve got to go the other way. Find the colond. Find Aspe.”

The priest squinted. “Here,” he said. “What do you mean?’ But before he could move, the commissar
pushed him in the chest, and he tripped over arock and fell down backward.

“Damn you!” shouted the old man, standing over him. “Damn your eyes, Gorfang Starbridge. Traitor!”
And to the doctor, he said, “Go on, my boy. Hurry. Il keep this bastard back.”

But the priest drew aknife from hisboot and lunged at him, and stabbed him through the chest. The
commissar seized him by thearms as he tried to jump away, and Thanakar moved behind them, and
snatched up arock, and battered the priest’ s head in from behind. Then he pried him loose from the
commissar’ sarms and flung him aside.

The commissar stood, swaying dightly in the middle of the road, his hands clasped around the knife haft,
which protruded just below his breastbone. He grunted as he drew it out, and the blood poured down his
chest. Thanakar went to him, but the old man pushed him away and sat down heavily on some rocks,
stanching the bloodflow with one hand. “Notime,” he said. “Hurry.”

Thanakar knelt beside him, but again he shook hishead. “No time. No. Damn you,” he said gently. “No
matter. Donefor. Find Aspe.”

“Don't tak,” said Thanakar, and put his hand out, but the old man pushed it away. “Nothing to say. Do
it. Please. I'll befine. Just St here.” Hisfeatures were set in an expression of piglike obstinacy, a
caricature of stubbornness. But the melancholy in hiseyeswas dready alittle unred, alittle glazed, asif
the secret fire which had aways burned behind them was now hardening them from within.

“Notak,” said the commissar finaly. “They’ll be cut to pieces. God' s soldiers. Women, too.”

Then he closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Thanakar was gone. “Damn you,” said the old
man, very gently, with the last of his breath. He looked down over his chest, where the doctor had drawn
on the flap of hiswhite shirt over his heart, in blood, the mark of Paradise. “Damn you,” said the old man.
“Go.”

The doctor stumbled down the road, and he found the refuse of the army till sorawled in camp:
wounded, unfit, noncombatant; men sitting, drunk aready, playing cardswith insufficient fingers; two
hundred men with dysentery from drinking river water; priests cavorting around a collgpsible battlefield
temple. Some people caled to him and stretched out their hands, but he ignored them, and with the
breath aready hot and rasping in histhroat, he found a horse, and pitched into the saddle, and kicked it
up adong thearmy’ strack. A narrow defile led up from the valley onto the eastern ridge. The way was
hard, and at the top it was choked with figures of the dead and dying, and the mist had lessened too, so
that when he reached the ridge he could look out east and north over the plain, and in sudden gaps of
light and sunlight he could see huge masses of men and horses clashing undernesth the monastery walls.

He heard the noise, too, aroaring like the sea, and he could hear the voices of the drowning iniit, for
wounded men recognized him and called out to him as he rode past. He saw the hospitdl, and files of
wounded men and stretcherbearers converging on it from dl over thefield, like tentaclesto bring it food.
He saw Creston Bilein his shirtdeeves, for the sun was burning through the mist, and it was hot. “My
God, Doctor, where have you been?’ the man called out, his forehead badged with blood where he had
tried to wipe the sweat away. Thanakar didn’t stop.

Amid endledy repesting scenes, he searched for Aspe. And up to the very ingtant, he thought he might
not be too late, until, through abreak in the mist, he saw the black flag fluttering at the topmost pinnacle
of the ridge overlooking the river, and the colonel standing in agroup of officers. Y et fill the gunshadn’t



spoken. Thanakar spurred his horse up the dope, shouting and yelling. He could see the colond striding
back and forth, eating an orange and giving digpatches with his mouth full.

Behind him, histroops spread out unimpeded over the plateau. Victory was sure. Aspe' s savage face
was flushed and happy, and he had taken off his helmet, and hislong white hair blew around. It wasthis
mood that Thanakar found it most difficult to penetrate as he rode up. The circle of officers gave way
before his horse. But the colonel barely looked at him. He walked back and forth with his cheeks puffed
up with fruit. But when the first guns sounded from the monastery amile away, he turned towards the
noise, quizzically, and Thanakar could see him stop his chewing. The bombardment was gentle at firg, a
few rockets taking range, but then the great field guns opened up, and then the murderous screaming of
the grape. Thanakar shouted above the noise, and thistime the colondl understood, for his hand stole up
around his neck, searching for his scarf, and then he ran up the small dope behind him, to seize hisflag
and throw it down. He stood looking out over the river, and then he opened histhroat and let out aroar
so terrific, it drowned out the pounding artillery. At the sound, his horse pulled its bridle loose from the
hands of a soldier, and Aspe ran down to meet it and vaulted onto its back, creaking and swaying in the
saddle, shouting guttural commandsin alanguage Thanakar didn’t know. Then he was gone, galloping
over the open ground towards the monastery and the sound of the guns, hishair streaming out behind
him.

The officersfollowed, and the soldierstoo, and in alittle while Thanakar was done on the hillsde. From
where hewas, he could look down and see where he had spent the night, though the upper valley was
gtill hidden. But he could see the deserted camp where the antinomials had | eft it, never planning to return.
And he could seetheriver flashing in the afternoon. He dismounted near where the colond’ s black
standard lay among the rocks, and he sat down with his head in his hands, to listen to the music of the
guns,

North of Charn, in winter and the first phases of spring, theland isempty and crud, striated hills of
petrified mud, eroded into strange shapes and strange colors, burnt ochre, dark red. Even closeto the
city, theland isempty during that part of the year. But later, when the wind abates, and the air grows hot
and sweet, and the trees grow tall in sweet new soil, then villages come up, and huts of bridaweed, and
naked sunburned people. But in spring before the Paradise rain, life is bare and stark. The people have
grown up in the coldest times, and these questions of belief seem desperate to them. Among the twenty
thousand days of spring, men arewilling to diefor trifles. The ancient cult of loving kindnesswithersand
exposes harsher, more austere beliefs, like flowers withering on arock.

The monastery of St. Serpentine Boylove had been built in autumn, and it waslike amirror held to the
mogt poignant of al seasons. It had no defenses. It clung to the hillside like a spray of flowers of delicate
sted spires, and below it hung secluded terraces where in autumn the monks had sipped hot cider
overlooking their orchardsin the river valey, and counted their money. Now the monks were dead or
scattered, and among the terraces where they had sat, Argon Starbridge’ s gunners worked happily,
experimenting, studying the effect of different parabolas of fire. So intent they were on the practice of
their art, that they had heard nothing of their own defeat until Colonel Aspe broke through the door. He
had smashed the glass postern with his sted! fist and rampaged through the sanctuary looking for
defenders, but there were none. And when he found his way down adozen spird staircases and out onto
the terrace, the captain of artillery was happy to surrender, and dl the guns stopped bellowing together.
Agpe was just one man, but the captain was an artist and had no false soldier’ s pride. He was conscious
of his merits, and when the colond strode clanking to the terrace lip, he stood beside him and surveyed
the valley with a sense of modest satisfaction.

For more than amile, the valley floor was littered with awreck of corpses, broken men and women,
dogs, horses. It stretched up the road, up to the monastery gates, up to the very muzzles of the guns, still



seething in athousand parts. A horse wallowed on its back, kicking itshind legsin theair. Men rose, and
staggered forward, and fell down again. Children cried. That whole army of independent souls had come
together in acommon attitude, dressed in common uniforms of their life’ sblood, while above them
played aquiet music. They werefree.

Onthelowest terrace, near where the road ran up to the gate, a single antinomia stood erect. He had cut
himsdlf loose from hisfalen horse and limped forward to the gun itself, where he rested hishand on the
burning meta. He was bregthing heavily, and hislips were covered with afroth of blood. Hewore
sunglasses, and his head was shaved, and his pae, flat face had no expression, but when he looked up
and saw the colonel standing on the terrace up above, he raised hisfist and shook it. And from his bosom
he took out a crumpled scarf, and wiped hislips, and spat into it. And though his voice was low and
broken, the captain of artillery heard him digtinctly from where he stood next to the colond, ahundred
feet away. “Aspe,” hewhigpered. “ Aspe. Biter Aspe,” and he spat blood.

Part Five:
Sugar Rain

F irst there was anoise at the window, an animal scratchi ng at the pane. Precipitation had coated the
outsde of the glasswith sugar scum, and the animad’ s claws cleaned out acircle. Through it the bishop
could seeacircle of black night and glimpses of asmal furry face. And then the casement gave way, the
window swung open, and a cat jumped down into the room.

The boy had reached the temple about midnight, but it was dmost four o' clock before he found away up
the walls and through the ninety courtyardsto the Bishop’'s Tower. No one had chalenged him. The
temple was amost deserted, for most of the guards had been sent away to war, and most of the rest
were out patrolling the city. Therewas almost no one left but seminarians and priests—blind priests, fat
priegts, priestswith no legs, inadequate as sentindls, though they never dept. Their conjuring had filled the
courts with acrid fog, impenetrable except to athelsts. They had seded the gates and doorways with
powerful geometry, but the boy was too ignorant to know. He was following the cat. When it legpt up on
the balustrade, he followed it. Along the rooftops, the tiles were dippery in the sweet rain, and by the
time he had climbed up al the gutters and drainpipes, up to the single lighted window in the bishop’s
tower, he was too exhausted to stand. The way had been dangerous for him, and he had kept to
streambeds and ravines along the road out from the city. There had been nothing to eat. So that findly,
when hefound the right drainpipe and climbed up, he barely had the strength to drag himself over thell.
The bishop was standing with hiscat in her arms, cleaning itsfur.

Thiswas the room where shelived. It was smdl and spare, with walls of quilted slk. Part of it wasa
private templelit with candles, and the wind from the open window roughened the light. Outside, lightning
caressed the hills, soft and thunderless. The boy was shivering with cold. He stared at her, and she could
see awish for violence mix with confusion in his eyes as she amiled and put her hand out. Shereleased a
small magic and put alittle deep into the air, so that he dropped his head. He curled up on the floor, and
she could hear his bresthing settle down.

For amoment she stood and looked a him, stroking the cat. Then she put it down and found atowe and
dry clothes, sacred vestments from the temple. She knelt down near him on the linen mats, wiping the
water from his body, touching him with akind of wonder. Even though she was the goddess of love and
mistress of the seven arts of love, thiswas the first man she had touched. He was the youngest, the
largest, the most beautiful that she had seen, for her life had been spent within the confines of the temple,
among priests and parsons. On festival days she had heard petitionsin her own shrine, and she had



peered at the congregation from behind the ditsin her masks. But in al those shambling lines of
worshipers there had never been anyone as magnificent asthis, and she touched him with akind of
reverence, stripping off his clothes. The leather cloak seemed so unsuitable, so iff, so uncomfortable.
She wondered what it was made of .

She gave him adrug as helay deeping, adream, and she went into it hersalf with acrown of flowers, for
vanity’ s sake. She could make adream asrea asflesh. She knew what he was; she had studied al kinds
of heresy. She' d had apicture book. And of al heresies, atheism had seemed to her the most fascinating,
asfascinating as an empty well—dark and empty, deep without dreams. Asthe boy lay deeping, she
gave himavison, form out of darkness, the beginning of the universe, nothing at first, just mist on agray
background, and then a scattering of stars. She gave him ahorizon, and in alittle while the sun rose. It
burned away the mit, the darkness, and the starlight. It filled the Sky with radiance, and yet it didn’t burn
the eyes, and it invited staring, because Angkhdt the Interpreter sat on athrone among itsraysin hismost
gorgeous clothes, with firein hisface and the crown of heaven on hisbrow. In one of hisfour hands he
held an astrolabe, another grasped the collar of the dog of war. Another rested on the head of his
familiar, the symbol of his poetry, acrouching dog with the face of abeautiful woman. Hisfourth hand lay
clenched in hislap, amodest metaphor of phallic power.

The sunilluminated dl secrets. Y ou could seethe earth, rolling insecurely in its enormous orbit, its seas
advancing and retregting, its forests and deserts swelling and disappearing, the relentless flow of seasons.
Y ou could see glaciers, and mountains thirty miles high, and places of eterna day, eternd night. And
above this chaos, this plunging flux of life and death, Angkhdt the Charioteer held in hishandsthe
symbols of intellect, love, power, art, the four reins of the plunging chariot.

The bishop put her fingersto the head of the deeping boy. In his dream he waslying on hisstomach in
the mountain grass, watching the trangparent sun, and the world spread out like amap. Below him he
could see countries, towns, cities, rivers, the clash of armies, the emperor walking in his garden, stopping
to sniff aflower among the cages of famous philosophers. The boy was chewing on ablade of grass, and
he didn’t even turn his head when she cameinto his dream as softly asif she had not wanted to disturb
him. She was barefoot, wearing asummer dress. As she walked, the grass bent away under her
footsteps, and ripples of dandelions and blue chicory spread out in her wake.

Far below, in another part of the temple, Chrism Demiurge was egting. His table was spread with silver
dishes piled high with vegetables stewed in wine, fruit pasties, custards, obscure saads, far too much for
one old man. But he was not alone. Along the floor crawled snakes and little hairless beasts, and he
rolled bread into pillsto throw for them and watch them fight. Blind to form, he could still distinguish
color, motion, light. Around him, the red walls blazed with light, wax tapers set in girandoles.

Demiurge was celebrating, for he had heard news from the battlefield, a victory over the forces of
darkness. Helifted agoblet of water to hispaelips, then leaned to smell the marijuanasmoke risng from
adlver censer inthe middle of the table. Around it, making messes of the food, goblins and grimakins
played legpfrog and danced impudent and vulgar dances, rubbing their fat bellies. The priest laughed out
loud.

There was aknock at the door, and ingtantly Demiurge s face assumed an exaggerated look of guilt, like
achild interrupted in some shameful act by adanger of discovery more gpparent than redl. It wasa
parody of an expression, and it mixed well with hislaughter. He clapped his hands, and ingtantly al the
gnomes and goblins stopped their sport and ran to hide themsalves among his clothes, under his robes,
next to hisskin, so that al wasin order when the door opened.

Hisdisciple stood there, a colorless young man, dmost invisible to his blind eyes. “ Do you want
something? | thought | heard you cdl.”



“No, | wasjust . . . amusing mysdlf,” answered the priest, vestiges of laughter still on hisface. “But will
you sit with me, Corydon? If you have aminute.”

Thedisciple sat, and the old man continued eating. When he was finished he sat back and smiled, and let
an amicable slence grow around them as he prepared along sinsemillian cigar. Helit it and passed it to
hisdisciple, and then he said, “My grandfather was a banker in this city. He had ardative who married
young, according to the customs of the season, a pretty girl, yes, but very ignorant and naive. Very . . .
naive. And her mouth was very smdll, so small that the nuns of her shrine were worried, for her
bridegroom was a strong man, and a very holy man too, matrimonialy speaking. At least, he had the
same predilections of our Beloved Lord, aswe read in Angkhdt 181 through 189, 401, 606 through
610, to cite just afew. This man had only had ten children, rare for that hot wesather, very rare. Though
he easily could have had many more; he was so well made, it was rumored that hisfirst wife had choked
to death.” The priest laughed noiselessly, then continued. “I1t was just arumor. Y et this lady’ s mouth was
very small, and it worried the good nuns, so that they made her practice constantly with plaster models
and many kinds of fruit. Many kinds. They taught her to stretch her lips by repeating words like
“how,”‘where,”*why,” questions which otherwise might not have suggested themselvesto her . . . rather
uninquisitive mind. ‘“Who,” of course, was counterproductive, and asfor ‘what’ . . .” He laughed again, a
noise like adry cough. “ Catastrophic.”

Hislips curled back, the same expression on his face but without the laughter, Colond Aspe sat in his
tent. The battle was over, the enemy had withdrawn and he had |et them go, though he had held them as
if in the clutch of his hand. At the moment of victory he had been distracted. On the terrace of St.
Serpentin€’ s he had felt agreat sudden pain that had left him helpless, asif the force of some new hatred,
pulling suddenly in anew direction, had torn acrack in him, and the urge to move, which was like blood
to him, had leaked away like blood.

Lacking the catalyst of his mdice, the armies had disengaged, the enemy had withdrawn. Argon
Starbridge had escaped with hislife and his baggage, but now, in histent, Aspe regretted winning for the
priests of Charn even apartid victory. He thought of riding back to the city and putting it to the torch, but
there were reasons, always reasons, and as always, reasons were the bit between histeeth. So instead he
refused food and let his mind wander among the corpses by theriver. He hummed mdodiesin dl the
modes of hatred. And he would put together melodiesin his mind, sequences of events either imagined or
remembered. Notes and cadences would summon up faces, actions, whole scenes. He added themes of
misery and regret, low in the bassregigter, high in the treble, mixing them together like a symphony of
hatred in hismind.

Chrism Demiurge whirled by, crucified and burning, his mouth gaping wide. He disgppeared, and in his
place Aspe composed, asif upon the xylophone, the bars of his cage in the emperor’ s garden, and the
light of the setting sun on them night after night, while his body wasted and his hair changed color. Inthe
Setting sun, the golden figure of the emperor, as he paused sometimesto talk. And like therattle of a
drum, thelock and chain snapping open on hisjalil, the emperor rleasing himinto alarger jail of
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Theseimages mixed with memories of an earlier time, of Rang-river in the snow, when he wasking of the
biters up above Rang-river. He remembered the day when he had lost hishand. A hateful face, a dancer,
aknifefight about . . . something, some piece of music, he had forgotten. But he remembered the scene,
hisviolin where he had left it to get up and fight, his own instrument, so difficult that no one ese could
ever play it after he had set it down, so perfect that people had been compelled to listen, night after night,
while the music poured from him in flashing streams. Wasit through musica perfection that he had first
sckened of abiting illness, the need to make his mark?

He remembered the circle of hot facesin the firdlight, the sudden blow, his hand half-severed, the knife



stuck between his bones, his earsringing like cymbds, the faces around him changing into masks—ah,
ah, ah, hisenemy receding asif logt in ablack migt, only his eyes and histeeth showing as he amiled.

He remembered the stone table in the snow, the statue of dog-faced Angkhdt, the broken foot and that
same amiling face, that dancer in the freezing air, dancing hislast dance. In histent Aspe' smemorieswere
deafening. He thought: Other men have turned to biting out of love, or misdirection, or musica ineptitude.
But with me it has been hate, dways hate, and hatred isakind of love, away of refusing to accept the
cacophony of certain kinds of music in theworld.

Along theriver, his sweet brothers and his ssterslay as dead as meet. The images banged around his
ears. And then suddenly Aspe saw, in the middle of that circle of discord, the bishop’ s face, a poisonous
harmony of black curls, black eyes, sweet skin. So young, shewas. He struck the table with his sted! fist.
Hatred, memories of hatred, cadenzas of hatred spun and jostled in hismind, until he cried: “Enough!
Great Angkhdt, enough. No more.”

The bishop tended the shrinein her turret chamber while the boy watched her from the bed. Unlike all
but sx inthe city, it was a shrine not to Angkhdt but to God Himself, not to the servant but to the master.
In most temples, Angkhdt the prophet stood between men and the God of Love, but not here. The room
amelled of lovemaking. Shefilled acrysta bowl on the dtar from aewer of water, reciting lists of
prayers.

She had had atiring day. She had consecrated forty newly gelded priests, their faces lumpy from
painkillers and pain. And she had performed the feather celébration on the dtar of St. Unity Bereft, a

long boring dance whose significance waslogt, but till it was recurrent in the endless calendar of
worship. She had danced it once before, alittle girl.

While she was gone, the boy had lain in bed. Today he seemed alittle restless, she thought. He watched
her with a curious absorption as she wrote symbolsin the air above the bowl. The cat covered hislap,
and he stroked the long fur under itsthroat and around its ditted eyes.

“Something bad happened,” he said.

The rain was pouring down. The bishop shivered in her white dress, because that day she had felt the
same thing, and when she was talking to her secretary, she had thought it would be ardlief to know
something of the world. The heart beatsin darkness, separate from the brain, the old man would say. She
accepted that, but sometimesit would be ardlief to know: therewas awar, and it had gotten closer.

She had seen a gtiffening desperation in her secretary and the members of her council, in their dedication
to the smdl details of worship. But for afew days now there had been something like triumphin theold
man’ s chicken step, and his attention had been inclined to wander. True, the feather dance was aterrible
orded. During some of the dower movements, she had been inclined to doze herself.

But sometimes she thought that since the land, and the people, and everything that breathed belonged to
her, she should be alowed to take a closer interest. Sometimes as she sat in her own templein the
clothes of the living goddess, listening to supplications, she could catch wisps of news—amother's
prayer for four sonsin the army, awife' s prayer for her husband. Knowledge bred opinions, and
opinionsinterfered with love, that’ swhat her secretary said. He would tell her what had happened
sometimes when dl the news was cold, when it was no longer possible to take sides. In the meantime,
sheread hungrily: history, naturd history, theology.

The boy leaned his head back against thewall. “It' safedling,” hesaid. “I fed . . . unhappy.”
Sympathetic, she touched his forehead. He reached up and brought her wrist down to his mouth to kiss



it. “How long have | been here?’ he asked. “I don’t know why | came.”
“Tokill me”

Hefrowned. “I forgot everything you said. Explain it to me once more.”
“What do you mean?’

“Your soldiers”

“I have no soldiers.”

His grip tightened on her wrigt, and there was some tired danger in hisvoice when he said, “That’ s not
true. They lit fires a the entrance of the tunnd, until the air wasfull of smoke.”

“God has given us many laws. Some are crudl.”
“Isit againgt the law for meto be here?’
“Thelawsaren't my concern,” shesad. “They don’'t gpply to me.”

He closed his eyes, then opened them again. “1 don't think you understand,” he said. “I’ ve been so poor.
| mean inmy mind. My fathers and my mothers didn’t need to think tofill their world. It wasfull
already—horses, dogs, freedom, snow, thingsto do, fedlings. | never had those things. So instead | want
to learn to think. But | don’t want to learn something and have it not be true.”

“Don't beafraid,” said the bishop. “I am not dlowed tolie”
The boy stroked the cat and |ooked unhappy.
“Ther€ sno reason for meto be humble,” she said. “1 am the bishop of Charn.”

“Yes. Thereisapart of you | don't like so well. But there is another part.” He put the cat aside, and then
he reached to pull her down beside him and comb the hair out of her face. He combed his fingers through
her hair and ran histhumb aong the underside of her ear, admiring the softness of the skin, the delicacy of
the black hairsthat grew dong her cheek. “ Y ou're o different from my ssters,” he said.

She made aface, but he couldn’t seeit, and it wouldn’t have meant anything to him if he had. He couldn’t
read the language of expressions. He couldn’t understand it. She lay down beside him and bent to take
one of histegticlesinto her mouth, while he wrapped his hand around her tail, stroking the hair at the base
of her spine. Shelicked carefully dong his underside, using atechnique described in Angkhdt 710, while
he leaned back happily. “ So different,” he said.

She laughed, rleasing him. “1 hope so. I’ ve heard about your siters. Muscles like stedl and monstrous
teeth . . .” Shedragged her incisorsadong hisinner thigh.

He grabbed her by the neck, pushing her faceinto hisleg. Shetried to twist away, but he held tight.
“Stop hurting me!” shecried. “Can’'t you tdl you' re hurting me?’

“l can't fed it.”
“Letgo!”

Outside, night wasfaling, and spring rain. Lightning licked the hillsaround the city. It never redly
stopped; the silk-lined room was never absolutely dark.



“Lieto meabout onesinglething,” he said, “and I’ ll break your neck. Y ou know we have amusic for
lying. | can hear it in your voice.”

“La m!11

Hereleased her, and she jJumped up and stood facing him, hands to her neck. “What are you talking
about? Why are you such achild?’

“Because| am.” He dropped his eyes humbly. “I don’t know anything about love. Barbarians know al
about it.”

“Don't cdl methat.”

Hewasright, he didn’t know anything about it. Later he fucked her with akind of desperation, asif she
held hidden inside her body some vital secret. He searched for it, hisfingerslocked around her tail, and
fucked her until shewaslike ariver insgde, and he couldn’t even fed her anymore. She cried out,
exhausted, but still he kept on and on, and the sweat made their bodies skid and dip. And then, still hard,
he lay on his ssomach on the saturated sheet, his eyes unfocused, reflecting nothing. Shelet him go. It was
part of what fascinated her, that enormous capacity for nothingless which stilled his soul and took the
place of Angkhdt. Shelay with her cheek againgt hisback, her fingersin the groove of muscle dong his

sine.

She was a beautiful woman, and not in the normal masklike way. In some women, beauty spesks of who
they are. In her it spoke eloquently, the more so because her training as a priestess and a goddess had
muted other voices. She had grown up practically one. Her skin wasthe color of custard or sweet
cake, of something edible and good to eat. She was not tall. Her hair was Starbridge black and fell in
thick untidy curls around her face and shoulders.

Hisform too, the shape of hisfeatures and his enormous body, seemed the most expressive part of him.
Along with so much else, his race had rejected the ideathat people differed, becausethey saw it asa
way of chaining actionsto reactions. So while they worshipped freedom, they regjected individuadity. Free
men and women resembled one another agreat dedl, it had turned out. They were arrogant, irrational,
impulsive, humorless, ecstatic. And though this boy was trying to change, was eager to accept some
shackles, il hisbody was the most expressive part of him, the only part he knew. He touched it often,
scratching and rubbing, and he was dways moving hisarms and legs to stretch the muscles, and rotating
his ankles and hiswriststo hear the bones snap and redlign.

He had been there for aweek, living in secret in the bishop’ s chamber, egting the food she brought him,
before the old man found him. The bishop’s secretary limped up the stairs one night when they were half
adeep. Devilsand angdls cavorted in his clothes, peeping with long-nosed faces out from his deeves,
hanging by their tailsfrom his chain of office, playing hide and seek in hishair. They bounded past him up
the spird stairs, full of play. The old man reached the landing and stretched his hand out for the stone
statue of the faun at the entrance to the bishop’ s quarters, stroking it with withered pae fingers. Lamps
burned bright here. And every angle of the corridor, every discoloration of the marble floor was known
to him, illuminated by thelamp of memory for hisblind eyes, for he had been achild here, achaplainin
the temple. But there was something unfamiliar now, an unfamiliar smell in this sacred place, something
that made him pause, something that had brought him fumbling up the stairs from his own rooms,
something. He smelled afaint, lingering smell of ain.

He shuffled forward, dmost tripping on aseraph that had curled its rubbery body around hisankle. At
the temple doorway he hesitated again, but the smell was stronger here. He shuffled through the doorway
and along the corridor, and pushed through heavy curtainsinto the shrineitself. He summoned dl his



powers of perception—it was here. Hisblind eyes caught the image of aboy sitting naked on the
bishop’ s bed. The bishop hersdf was adeep, her mass of curlsfaling over the stranger’ sthigh.

Trembling, the old man reached out hisarms, asif in supplication. “Unclean,” he whispered, so asnot to
wake her. Triumphant, miserable, mad, he opened up his hands. Hiswasthe londliest officein theworld,
the hardest duty. How sweet she seemed, lying adeep, and he could hear the softness of her breathing
and see the blackness of her eyebrows. “Unclean,” he whigpered. From underneath his skirts, demons
and cherubs uncurled and somersaulted dowly over the floor towards where the stranger sat, stroking a
golden cat, hisblue eyes curious.

That same night, Abu Starbridge was Sitting in the taproom of atavern in avicious section of the city, a
tangle of aleyways and rotting houses caled the Beggar’ s Medicine. Around the walls of an episcopa
prison and the gallows there, the Streets seethed like worms. In those dayss, the sugar rain just Sarting, the
sewers and gutters overflowed and filled the streets with caustic mud. It dopped into the first floors of the
houses and bit at their foundations. Already some facades had crumbled away, exposing ruined interiors
and holesfor theratsto play in, uncounted thousands of them, up from the docks, fleeing the risng water.
It was againgt the law to harm them or even to frighten them, and so they ran everywhere, over men and
women deegping in their beds, gnawing corpsesin their coffins, biting the ankles of the cusomersin the
tavern where Prince Abu sat.

Though it was not yet dark, the lamps were lit. The windows were opague with grime, though they let in
therain. It soaked the tattered wallpaper and made it shine with the beginnings of adull
phosphorescence. Later in the season, there would be no need for lamps.

The company huddled around a coal stove, and Prince Abu sat apart, drinking, wrapped in aflanndl
cloak. Hewaslistening to their voices, the high, sharp accent that the law required from the absolutely
poor. It was an ugly sound, and the men and women who gathered there were ugly too—pickpockets,
housebreakers, gamblers, unlicensed progtitutes, musicians, drunks. They lived outside the law, but even
30, some laws still bound them when dl the rest were broken, the so-called “character laws,” which had
made them what they were. It was against the law for them to talk, except about themselves, their
business, or their belongings. It was againgt the law for them to use any word describing or referring to an
idea. It was against the law for them to practice courtesy or politeness, except to socia superiors. It was
againg the law to speak kindly, except to their own children.

Five men and women sat eating around the stove, and Abu was happy to seefruit and bread on the
table, and al manner of illega delicacies. One of them had brought a rotten piece of cheese, stolen from
some shop. It would have been enough to hang them; even their clothes would have been enough, for
mixed with the yellow rayon of their caste, Abu saw rags of cotton, linen, even silk, in many proscribed
colors.

A tall man, wearing a shirt that had once been white, sat balanced on the back legs of hischair, cleaning
his teeth with a pocket knife. His hair was coarse under ablack cap, and his black beard was siff with
dirt. Dirt lined the wrinkles and the cuts around his eyes, and lay smeared like adoctor’ ssave over his
pimpled cheeks. When he laughed, histeeth flashed strong and hard and very white. They were his pride,
and hewas dways picking at them with the point of his knife or with fragments of wood. His name was
Jason Mock. He was a thief.

“It tastes like shit,” he remarked, picking a piece of cheese out of hisgums and scowling darkly at it on
the point of hisknife. He spoke in the high pitch common to them all. 1t seemed particularly out of place
in hisfierce mouth.

“You wouldn’t say that,” whined another man. “Not if you knew how dick it was. Hard to catch. Six



monthsif you' re caught, just for that one piece. Second offense. It' svauable.”
“Tadeslike sx months. Tastes like ayear. What did you do, bury it while you werein?’

“That piece? That pieceisn’'t two daysold. | just walked inand put it in my hat, dick asanything. That
blind old parson never said aword.”

“Mmm. What'sit caled?’

“Cheddar.”

“Mmm. Tasteslike. . . excrement.”

“Hunh. Y ou wouldn't say that. Not if you were used to it.”

“Used to it? Excrement? |’ ve been eating excrement ever since | was aboy. An expert. That’ swhy my
teeth’ s so distained.” Mock forced his knifeblade in between his molars and then pulled it out and
frowned at it. “1 can’'t find the sensein it,” he continued. “ Six monthsinjail, what for? It’ srotten. They
should make it three months and serve it every day. That way nobody’d go near it.”

“Perhaps,” said aboy, “ perhapsthey don’'t want usto know how bad it is.”

“You shut upl” retorted Mock. Then suspicioudy, “What do you mean?’

“Perhapsit’ stheir secret, how bad itis.”

“Don’'t you be smart with me. What do you mean?’

“Perhapsit’senvy of them, what keeps them up and us down. Envy more than force.”

“Shut your mouth,” commanded Mock. He lowered the two front feet of his chair until his boots touched
thefloor, and then he leaned forward across the table, glaring at the boy. “ Are you trying to be funny?’

The boy dropped his eyes and clasped his hands around his mug of gin. He said nothing. Mock raised his
knife and pointed across the table. But then he cried out, because the rats were passing back and forth
aong the floor, and one had bitten him in the ankle through arip in his plastic boot. It wasadow,
trusting, unsuspicious beast, and it tood onits hind legslooking up a him, asif curious of his bad
language. Before he could be restrained, Mock brought his heel down and crushed its head.

“Watch that,” cried the landlady, amiddle-aged dattern with painted lips and cheeks, and teeth stained
blue from kayagum. “That'sal | need. That's murder on the premises, even if it'sonly tenth degree.”
Sheleaned over the stove to peer doubtfully at the furry, purselike body.

“Nothing to be afraid of,” said Mock. “What' s one more dead rat?’
“Y ou can't betoo careful,” muttered the landlady.

Mock looked around the room. “Natural causes,” he observed. “Five witnesses. Six,” he said, frowning
at Prince Abu, who sat in acorner with his cloak pulled around him. “Upped and died. Heart attack, I'd
say. It'scommon enough in these sad days.” He got to hisfeet and picked therat up by itstail. Then he
crossed the room, unbolted the door, and threw it out into the Street. Rain blew in, and mud dopped
over thedll into the room.

“Don't just leaveit on the doorstep,” called out the landlady. “ Throw it across next door. | don't want
any questions tonight, not with you al dressed up. Not with that lot,” she said, motioning to the food on



thetable. “All thoserats are numbered,” she muttered dubioudly.

“Crap. That' swhat they say. It'salie” Mock bolted the door and turned back into the room, smiling.
He limped as he came back to the table.

“You'll cometo abad end, Jason Mock,” said the woman, shaking her head.

“That’ swhat the parsons claimed when | was born,” said the thief. “Y ou think so too?” And without a
muscle moving, his expression changed from asmileto adark scowl. “Will 1?1 tdll you it’ sashort road
for dl of us, and the only thing that' s never sure until you know, iswhether it'll lead you to the scaffold or
the stake, whether it'll be thismonth or next. That’sdl. Other than that, you can rest essy.”

During this outburst, the boy started to cry, gently, hiding hisfacein hishands. He put hishead downin
the cradle of hisarms on the dirty table. The thief stood above him and clenched hisfigt intheair.
“Nothing to cry about,” he said. “What' s there to cry about, Boy?’

“You leave him done,” exclamed another woman, younger and fresher than the landlady, but not much.
“Haven't you done enough?’

“What' s the matter, Boy?’ repeated Mock harshly.
“Hush,” said the woman. “His papa swings tomorrow night.”
“What' sthe charge, Boy?’

“Leavehim done,” repeated the woman, but the boy lifted his head and stared defiantly at the thief until
the water hardened in his eyes and he could speak. “Robbery,” he said. “ Aggravated by violence, so
they say. | don't bdieveit. HE san old man. They picked him up with seven dollars and a book.”

“Book?Whet for?’

“Hejust liked the gilt dong the pages,” said the boy. “It wasjust the pictures, that’sal. No harminit.
Starbridge nursery rhymes.”

“Hrg offense?’

“Eighth. He' s been branded on both cheeks, and over his heart ten months ago. Thistime he'll swing for
sure. Theinquest istomorrow morning.”

“And...7
“And nothing,” said the boy. “Hewas adrunken old pig,” he said, hiseyesfilling up with tears again.

“Then what’ sto cry about?” Mock grinned. “Now | once had amother and two brothers. Not recently.
Larceny wasin our horoscopes. Look here.” He showed his hand. His palm was covered with astrange
tattoo. It looked like a spider’ s web.

Theboy stared up a him. “Fuck you,” he said dowly, savoring the words in his mouth before he spat
them out.

Mock grinned. “That’sal right then. That' s the attitude you want. Remember that.” And he struck the
boy on the ear so that his head snapped back.

Abu was sick of the high voices. He had sat there drinking the whole afternoon, and now he made a
motion with his hand to bring the landlady over to histable.



“How much do | owe?’
The woman squinted. “ Eighty cents.”

Abu picked out some coinsfrom his pocket and selected a silver sequin. “Can you changethis?’ he
asked. “I'mafraid | don’t have anything smaller.” He put it down on the table, and the woman reached
for it. But her fingers hesitated at the last moment, and she drew her forefinger around it inacircleonthe
surface of the table without touching it. “ Y ou' readick one,” she remarked, eyeing him closdly. “Where
did you get that?” Abu wasfinishing hiswine.

“Seven dollars change,” said thewoman, still without picking up the coin. “And my risk if it' sstolen.”
“There€ snorisk,” answered Abu. “ Seven dollarsisfine. Redly, it doesn't matter.”

Shewas dtill looking at him. “Where did you get that coat,” she asked. Then, not waiting for areply, she
cdled out, “ Jason. Come look at this” And thethief came over, smiling. But when he saw the money on
the table, hisexpresson changed. Again, it changed by itsalf, without him moving amuscle,

“Look at that,” said the woman. “Not particular about the rate, either.”

Mock bent down and took afold of the prince' s cloak between hisfinger and thumb. Then he reached
out and pushed the hood back from Abu’ s face, and bent forward to look at him, so that Abu could
amel| the rotten cheese till on his bresth. The man seemed puzzled momentarily, until he saw the golden
earring in the prince s ear, and then his eyestook on amisty, distant expression, asif he weretrying to
remember something. “Let me seeyour hands,” he said.

When Abu laid them out along the tabletop and Mock reached down to turn them palmside up, dl the
peoplein thelittle room came and stood around him in acircle. And when the prince looked up timidly
into their faces, he was surprised to see no madicein ther eyes, only akind of wistful melancholy. But he
could fed thetension of their interest dip around him like anet as Mock pulled back hisfingers. He had
not washed for days, and for days he had dept in his clothesin placeslike thistavern. But till, the dirt
upon hispalm was asinsubgtantia asadirty cloud with the shining sun behind it. The people stared at
him.

“What areyou . . . doing here?’” asked Jason Mock, finaly, after along silence. He had jerked his hand
away, asif the sacred flesh could burn him. Abu could barely hear him when he spoke.

“| wanted something to drink.”

“That' strue enough,” said the landlady. “ He' s drunk enough to float a boat. He should thank mefor
dilutingit. I should charge him extrafor not killing him.”

The edge of this speech cut through the net around him, and Abu could fed the tenson loosen as people
started to whisper and talk. But Mock still stared at him, and Abu thought he could see some weary fire
of hatred kindlein his eye, though he spoke as softly asbefore: “You'rea. . . spy, aren’t you?’

“No.”

“Anddl thetimel wasjust talking,” continued the thief. “ All that talk about the galows, you must have
thought: That' s closer than he guesses. But aman can say athing, and know it to be true, and still not
believeit. By God, what wouldn’'t | giveto diein bed, in ared bed.”

“I'mnot aspy,” indsted Abu, but the thief talked without listening, asif to himself.



“Starbridge,” he said. “ Starbridge. Arewe redlly such athreat to you, that you have to search us out and
find us here? Isthere something in this room you think istoo good for usto have?’

“Y ou have nothing to f-f-fear fromme,” said Abu. “I’m—I’mon your Sde.”

“Our gde.” With movements as soft and melancholy as hisvoice, Mock pulled apistol from hisbelt,
cocked it, and primed the charge.

“My God, Jason,” hissed the landlady. “Not here. . .” But then she was quiet when the thief turned to
scowl at her and show histeeth. Nobody spoke, but the circle widened around Abu to give the man
roomtofire.

Abu dropped his eyes and looked down at the table and the silver coin ill lying there. He picked it up
and rubbed it drunkenly between hisfingers, wondering whether he would hear the noisefirgt or fed the
shock. He thought: The pamist said | wasto die by fire. A fraud. Or perhaps not, he thought, because
someone was shouting in the street outs de the window, and someone hammered on the door. “ Open
up!” someone shouted. “ Open. In the bishop’sname!l” A man was beating on the door, and not just with
hisfist, but with a stick or something, the sound was so loud.

Mock seemed not to hear it. He brought the gun down so that it pointed at the prince’ s head, but before
he could shoot, the other thief had grabbed him by the wrist, and the boy stepped forward too, to

restrain him. The knocking grew louder, and there were severd voices shouting in the street. The
landlady opened adoor back into the house, and she and the other woman vanished through it. Abu
staggered to hisfeet, and asthe front window shattered from the blow of a stick, and asthe two thieves
struggled and swore over the gun, he and the boy followed the women back through the house and out
the back door into an aleyway between two buildings, where the mud dopped amost to their knees. Ina
moment their clothes were coated with sweet rain, and Abu opened his mouth to let somein. Histhroat
wasdry.

They climbed up out of the mud onto the gutter’ srim, and the boy took his hand and led him into amaze
of narrow streets, where the evening was not punctured by asingle lantern or asingle lighted window.
They ran quickly over the uneven stones, as quickly asthey could, for there were sounds of pursuit
behind them, and voices shouting in the dark. Someone blew awhistle, and from time to time around
them whistles answered, some far away, some not so far. Episcopa patrols were talking to each other in
their strident language, and they ran until they couldn’t hear it anymore.

Two high houses had collapsed againgt each other out over the street, forming akind of arch. Inthe
partia shelter of onewall, the boy stopped to listen. Abu listened too, but could hear nothing but his own
coarse breath, and there was no light anywhere, except the phosphorescent rain. The city seemed as
empty asan empty field, yet Abu knew that dl the houses here were stuffed with abject life, though it
made no noise, lit no lantern.

Then suddenly from atower high above them came the sound of someone laughing. It was an eerie
chattering noise, out of place because laughter, though not actualy forbidden, was circumscribed in
Beggar’ sMedicine, thiscloseto the prison. Y et even the fiercest soldier of the purge, even the most
conscientious magistrate couldn’t have made a case againgt this laughter, unless perhaps for smple
disturbance of the peace, because the ratio of noise to mirth or joy or gaiety was so high. It had theform
of laughter, but not the content.

Y et even 0, perhaps there was still some echo of subversion init, because the boy started to smile.
“Now | know wherewe are,” he said. He plunged back into the mud, under the arch. And at ajuncture
in the road, where the brickfront of the houses was kept from falling by long wooden poles jammed in the



opposite gutters, the boy paused. Under atriangular tunnel of scaffolding there was acrack in onewall,
wide enough to admit them. But first the boy pulled a brick loose from the mortar and threw it inside.
Abu could hear the rats scamper and scream, yet still when he passed in through the gap, the boy’ s hand
around hiswrigt, he could fed them underfoot, ssumbling clumsly againgt his boots. It was perfectly dark,
but the boy pulled a pocket torch, and by its soft red light they groped their way insde and back through
adozen deserted rooms. The plaster on the walls had crumbled down to lath, and lay in heaps on the
muddy floor.

They passed through corridors as complicated as the streets outside, up stairs, through rooms, until in
that house or another they reached rooms progressively |ess dilgpidated. They passed roomsfull of
people. Abu could hear soft conversations through closed doors, and occasiondly voicesraised asif in
high-pitched anger. Light shone above the transoms. But dways, out of several closed doors, the boy
picked onethat led, not to the sound of voices or to light, but to another dark corridor lined with closed
doors. Or they would pass through a series of square unfurnished roomswith a closed door in the middle
of each wal, and Abu would know there was some life behind two out of the four, but the boy dways
chose adoor that led them through another square unfurnished room.

Findly they stopped before adoor identical to al therest, set inawall of grimy, rose-patterned paper.
Here the boy shined hisflashlight over Abu and looked him carefully in the face. Then he turned and
began drumming softly on the door with the hedl of his hand. Abu was soberer now, but still he couldn't
digtinguish any rhythm to the knocking, or any effect either, for the sound of talking on the other side of
the door went on uninterrupted. The boy tilted his hand so that his knuckles sounded on the wood, but
gtill nothing happened. After awhile he stopped, and shonethelight in Abu’ sface again. He seemed
unsure of what to do.

“Isthe door locked?’ asked the prince.
“I don't know.”

Abu reached for the knob. The door opened partway, until blocked by some obstruction inside. But the
gap was wide enough to step through, and Abu could see part of atable with afew men grouped around
it, talking by the light of a kerosene lamp. He stepped insde, and the boy followed.

The room was indistinct in so much darkness, but Abu got the impression of vast space. Other pools of
light suggested tables farther in. All around lay piles of crates and barrels, and boxestied in black
sacking.

A man got up from the table and came towards them. He had grown his hair long, but Abu could see that
part of hisright ear had been cut away, and he was branded on his forehead and his cheek. Hisright
thumb and forefinger had been sawn together in acircle, the pendty for smuggling, second offense. At the
table the men were playing cards, and drinking, and smoking foreign cigarettes scented with cardamom
and clove.

“Who'reyou?’ asked the man.
“A prisoner.” Abu smiled and shrugged, and gestured towards the boy behind him.

The smuggler frowned when he heard the prince' s accent. He turned to the boy. “Who' sthis? Rich
customer, en? What does he want?'Y ou should bring him to the store. Office hours—you know better
than this.” Helaid arough hand on the boy’ s shoulder. “Not here. Y ou know that.”

“He'saStarbridge,” said the boy, trying to pull away. “Where sthe captain?’



“Starbridge,” repeated the smuggler after apause, and Abu felt his courage flicker at theway he saidit.
When the men at the table turned to look at him, he thought he had never before seen faces so hideous,
limbs so distorted. Each one carried on hisface or on his body the mark of some arrest. Multiple
offenders lacked eyes or hands, or their necks had been broken so that they wore steel braces and had
to twist their whole bodiesin their chairsto look at him.

But again, there seemed more interest than malice in their stares, so Abu took heart and stepped forward
into the room, and pushed his hood back from his head. The room was warm, the air thick with smoke.

The smuggler shook the boy by the arm. “ Speak to me,” he hissed. “Y ou weren't followed here.”
“No, gr.”

“Y ou took care?’

“Yes gr.”

“The purge was out tonight. Didn’t you hear the whistles?”’

“Yes, gar.”

“By God, you'reafool.” He gave the boy avicious shake and threw him down againgt apile of burlap
bags. “What were you thinking of 7

“No sr—please. We can use him. Please sSir. Where sthe captain?’
“Usshim?He saspy.”

“No,” said Abu. “I'm not.”

“No,” repeated the boy. “Listen to him. He says he’ snot.”

“Of course heis. What else could he be?’

“Hesayshe' snot. Hecan't lie, can he? It sagaingt the law for him.”

“Yes, and | suppose you never brokethelaw, did you? Use him?You'reafool.” The smuggler amed a
kick, but the boy twisted away. Abu laid his hand on the man’sarm.

“Don’'t hurt him,” hesaid. “It' smy fault.”

The smuggler stared at him and pulled avay with acurse. At the table, another man reached to turn the
lamp up. Then herose from his chair and stumped towards the prince, and peered up a him out of a
battered face. “Starbridge,” he said. “Y ou any relation to Scullion Starbridge?’

“Which one?’

“The magistrate here. He had my nose broken once aweek for ten weeks. Broken and reset. That’s not
standard punishment. That’s not scriptura. Second offense pickpocketing—that’ stoo hard. Y ou any
relaion?’

“1 suppose s0. Not acloserdation. Why?’
“Why? God damn you, that’ swhy.”

“| suppose so. I’ m sorry about your nose. I'm sorry.”



“Sorry,” the man repeated, asif unsure of the word’ s meaning. “ Sorry, are you? God damn you for it, |
say. God damn you.”

“No blasphemy,” said another kind of voice, alarge soft voice out of the darkness beyond the table
lamp. “There' sno blasphemy alowed here, Mr. Gnash. Y ou know that.”

It was awoman’ svoice. She stepped into the light and seemed to diminish it just by standing next to it,
for her skin was asblack asif the shadows till clung to her. Her voice, too, contained a resonance of
darkness outsde the glaring lamp. Thelight shone on the table and on acircle of pae, miserable men.
Outside the lamp, perhaps, her voice seemed to suggest, perhaps only alittle way beyond, hope and
happiness might gill scavenge in the dark, vague, snuffling beagts. “No blasphemy,” she said. “Please.
Spider, who isour guest?’

“A Starbridge, ma am,” answered the boy, getting up out of the corner and dusting himsdlf off.

“But what ishisname?’ She spoke in an unfamiliar accent, and seemed to grope for words before she
found them, asif misplacing them in the dark. She wastdl, with hair clipped short around her head.

“Abu Starbridge,” said the prince. “Ma am,” he added as an afterthought. It seemed to suit her.

She amiled. “No one but children call methat,” she said. 1t seems strange from you. Prince Abu
Starbridge. | have heard your name. Come closer. | have never seen a prince before.”

He walked towards her, and when she could see him clearly, she laughed. “Why Prince,” she said.
“You'regetting bad.”

“Yes” said Abu happily.
“I have heard your name. | heard of you among the Children of God, before the river rose.”
The man with the broken nose swore again. “Fit company,” he said. “ Atheists and whores.”

“Sweet friend, don't say it. Atheists, certainly. They are the Children of God. A child cannot worship his
own father, as other men mugt. It'snot in nature. It isin nature to deny. Y et | am certain that when our
Lord comes again, He will come from them, naked, without even aname.”

The woman said thisasif it were part of a gpeech she had memorized in advance. As she spoke, she
looked at the prince steedily, asif to measure hisreaction. He smiled foolishly.

Her name was Mrs. Darkheart, and she led Abu back through secret doors to rooms where she lived
with her husband and her children. In the room where she made him lie down, someone had daubed
crude adventist muras over the wallpaper. And when he had been |eft alone, Abu Stretched out
drunkenly on the bed. He couldn’t decideif hefelt worse lying back with his eyes closed, the bed
seeming to recede from underneath him like awave pulling back, or worse leaning upon one elbow
watching figures of strange saints and upright prophets red around him, forma and forbidding even while
they danced. There was no window, but sill the rain was beginning to leak in from somewhere, and in
some places the paint had cracked and the wall paper was loose. The spreading phosphorescence gave
some scenes peculiar emphasis: Angkhdt on his deathbed, foretelling his rebirth, and the water had
seeped through al around his head and glowed there like ahao. The risen Angkhdt, the new made flesh,
purging the world with water and light, and the world seemed to glow between hisfingers. Everywhere
the wals were painted with quotations from the saints, unfurling in banners from their lips as they marched
drunkenly around the room. Abu closed one eye and tried to make some sense out of the words.
Captain Darkheart had picked up some literacy somewhere, and he had made theinscriptionsasa
present to hiswife. He didn't share her heresy.



“Paliticaly it'snot productive,” he explained hours later, towards dawn, sitting at the bottom of Abu’s
bed with coffee in astyrofoam cup. “People just Sit around waiting for something to happen. They say
God will only come again when things are at their worst, so they greet each new catastrophe with
glee—famine, sarvation, rain. They’ Il submit to anything. They hold the solutionsin their own hands, but
dill they find it eeser to St and wait. It stragic. There are so many of us, so few of you.”

Hiswife came in with ababy on her hip. His eyesfollowed her around the room. “It’ s different for her,”
hesaid.

In her, he thought, because of the superior quaities of her mind, religion has been reduced to its purest
form—away of seeing justice in the world when there is none. He watched her lovingly asshelit afirein
the grate, burning trash and cardboard and splinters of lath.

Abu sat up in bed. He said, “But there are rumors of the advent. Now. Argon Starbridge’ s son. The
Prince of Caladon.”

“Itisalie)” responded Mrs. Darkheart without pausing in her work. “There are dwaysrumors. A
Starbridge prince—how is that possible? Can our salvation come out of arace of tyrants? Angkhdt,
Angkhdt Himsdf was a poor man.”

“It'satrick,” continued her hushand. “A way of using usto fight their wars. Look.” He pulled out from
his pocket amedallion on achain, apainted miniature of a human baby in agolden crib. But itsface was
covered with hair, and its jaw stuck out dmost like adog’s muzzle. “King Argon has his spiesout,” he
sad. “One of them gave methis. It's Argon’ s son. The chain is supposed to make aman invulnerablein
battle, if hefightsfor truth.”

Abu took the amulet into his hands. “Isthis. . . accurate?’ he asked.

“The man swore 0. He had seen him.”

“Poor child,” said the prince. “He must be pitifully deformed.”

“Likedl gods”

“You'rean atheist?’

Captain Darkheart looked offended. “No,” he said. “I’m an educated man.”

Hewas arebel angel, one of an ancient sect of revolutionaries. Their cosmology was as orthodox as any
parson’ s—predetermination, the doctrine of inevitability, the prison world. Y et they did not conclude
from this, as parsons did, that the poor were damned, the rich saved. The history of their rebellions was
asold as Angkhdt. Six thousand days before, they had risen in small towns along the southern coast and
driven the parsons and the Starbridges out naked into the countryside. Many had died of exposure,
though some were taken in by pious folk. The rebels had opened all the prisons, drawn up new
condtitutions, and celebrated in the streets until the army came. Even then, some had escaped in the long
boats they had used to farm the sea, for they had been fishermen, harvesting sea vegetables with woven
nets. Some had escaped beyond the ocean’ s rim, though many drowned, and boats and bodies had
washed up dl aong the shore.

They had been a black-skinned people, and the captain, too, was very dark. He leaned toward Abu.
“Theworldisour prison, yes,” he said. “But God cannot love our jailers more than Heloves us. It cannot
be the mark of a good man, how meekly he suffers. No. God loves the proud. He has made thisworld
s0 hard aplace. Doesit make sense that He should love the weak more than the strong? Does it make



sense that He should love the man who failsthe test? But defy Him, defy them al and bresk
away—those are the men He will choose for Paradise.”

“Andif you rewrong?’

“Then Heisa God to be hated. If we are wrong, and He damns us down to the ninth planet, then till He
isaGod to be defied. And if we can defy Him in thisworld, then maybe we can chance it in the next.
Maybethere' |l be away theretoo.” Hisface, which had grown fierce, softened again as hiswife caught
hiseye and smiled. “I’m not wrong,” he said. “I" ve had many blessings”

Theprincesad, “If .. .” but hewasinterrupted by the captain’ s hand upon his arm. Darkheart was
amiling a hiswife asif helonged to touch her; she was sitting in a corner near the door with her breast
uncovered, feeding the child. “Enough tak,” hesaid. “My mind ismy own. No proud man could live
differently. But | don’t expect you to believe me. It'snot in your interest. The question is, now that | have
you, how can | use you? Do you heed dcohoal to live? | can get you some.”

“No,” said Abu, smiling. “It's not as bad asthat.”

“Don’'t be ashamed. There' s decadence in your blood. It’s not your fault.”
“I'mafraditis”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Darkheart. “ Show me your hands. Y our tattoos.”

Prince Abu put his hands palm up on the blanket. “1I’ll tell you whet I'd like,” he said. “1’d like a bath.
Y ou can barely see them under the dirt.”

Darkheart ignored him. “What doesthis one mean?’ he asked, pointing to the golden sun.
“All whims must beindulged, al requests granted, al commands obeyed.”

Darkheart laughed. “ That—must comein handy,” he said.

“You d be surprised how seldom.”

“You'renot in theright line of work. Now I, | would find it useful. And you will too, | promise you.
Spider hasaplan for you. Spider!”

He shouted, and the boy appeared in the doorway asif he had been listening there.

“Walit,” said Mrs. Darkheart from the floor. She unplugged the baby from her breast and covered hersdlf,
but it started to whimper, so she gaveit to her husband. It was alittle boy, and Abu noticed it had no
tattoos, no horoscope. No parson had yet touched it.

“Wait,” said Mrs. Darkheart. She sat down next to Abu on the bed. “How do you fed?’ she asked.

“Theré snoairinhere,” the prince complaned. The room seemed crowded with five peoplein it, now
that the baby was awake. “| have aheadache,” he said.

“I’'m not surprised.” She reached her hand out to touch him; her fingerswere dry and coal. “You're
swedting,” shesad. “Areyou hungry?’

“No. I'd like some water.”

Sheturned to the boy. “ Spider,” she said. “Please bring the prince some aspirin and a glass of water.”



He went, with apuzzled expression on hisface, and Darkheart, too, showed sgns of impatience. “I’'m
not interested in his comfort,” he muttered, trying to soothe the baby by grimacing and sticking out his

tongue.

“Wall, you should be,” said the woman. She took up one of the prince’ s hands from whereit lay on the
blanket. “ Y ou'reastrange man,” she said. “Why are you here? Aren't you comfortable in your own
house?’

“l have no friends.”

“It'syour conscience. Look, there' stheline.” She brought his palm up to her face, to study it more
closdly. “ Arethere many like you? Rich men with consciences. | suppose there must be.”

“We are prisoners as much asyou,” said the prince.

“Yes, | can seethat. Your hand is much like Darkheart’s. Thisisyour way of breaking out. Y ou don’'t
havelong to live, you know.”

“Sol've beentold.”

“Death by fire. Look at this.” She turned over her own hand. There, in thelap of her left thumb, someone
had tattooed the mark of the gallowsin whiteink against her black skin. “How can people be so crud?
Y ou' re not an informer, are you?'Y ou know enough to hang us.”

“We pay othersto do that kind of work,” said Abu. “I’m too conspicuousto be aspy.”
“Exactly,” said thewoman. “It' swhat | told them. One man wanted to kill you.”
“Onemantriedto.”

“It would have been awaste,” muttered her husband, fluttering his eyelids to amuse the child.

Many peoplein Beggar' s Medicine seemed to have no age. Too sour to be children, too small and bent
for men, too supple for old age, they seemed arace of nocturnal gnomes—smooth, hairless, yelow, asif
even their faces had taken on the official urine-colored hue of poverty. Their skins seemed fragile and too
smadll for them, and perhaps that was why they stooped and hunched their shoulders. Perhapsif they had
straightened out their knees and necks, their skin might have split aong the spine.

But the Darkhearts were adifferent kind, and so was Spider Abject. He stood up straight in the
doorway, the aspirin in one hand, aglass of water in the other. There was strength in him, not just
reslience.

“Spider wants you to get hisfather for him,” said Darkheart asthe boy camein. “ That would be easy
enough for you, wouldn't it?’

Abject’ seyesfilled up with tears. He seemed proneto crying, but Abu liked him for it, because he never
seemed to weep at blows or curses or abuse. He bore them sullenly, and sometimes he even smiled. But
when he sat with his own thoughts or when he heard some words of kindness, then sometimes he would
dart to cry. And when Mrs. Darkheart reached to comfort him, to smooth the hair back from his
forehead, he pulled away asif from ablow.

That night, asthe prince and Spider Abject left the house, the wind blew accumulated sugar around them
in apowdery mist which whitened their faces and made it difficult to talk. It was adangeroustime, for
when the weather was like this—sugar in the air with no rain to keep it wet—the mist could easily ignite.



Inside their houses, people blew out their candles and sat shivering in the dark. They spoke softly to one
another, for superdtitious folk thought curses and obscenity gave off akind of spark.

The prison was asmall one, but it was bright with floodlights. From the four corners of the building stone
towersrose up into the mist, and from their battlements huge search lamps sivung in circles. At night they
shonefor haf amile, strands of bluelight which beat down rhythmicaly upon the cringing streets, likethe
scourging of somewhip. And in thefog the prison seemed to glow, and rise to many timesits height, the

light caught in aswirling prison of itsown.

Thiswasthe center of the township, one of seven in the city of Charn. It included a chapel and shrine,
municipa offices, abank, and, built into the prison’ s base, the bishop’ s market and dispensaries, where
laborers could spend their salary receipts. The magistrate' s court was asmal one, for it deglt with civil
offenses only. Crimes againgt God were handled e sewhere. But till, the gallows took up much of the
square; they walked through them towards the chapel door, asif through a copse of trees. There were
public executions amost every day.

AsPrince Abu and the boy approached, the bells were ringing for the evening service. Worshipers
crunched up to the portals through the hardened mud, their coats dusted with sugar. Abject followed
them up the steps, past the great dog-headed statues guarding the gate, under the carved pediment
illustrating the choices of &. Terrgpin the Just. At that time of night the chapd wasthe only entranceto
the prison.

“Look there,” he whispered, stlanding in the narthex. He pointed down the aide, directly underneath the
pulpit, where rows of handcuffed men and women sat, interspersed with turnkeysin gray uniforms. The
service had dready begun, and the pews along the aide were full, but Abject found seetsfor them
underneath agrinning angdl. On the dtar, the statue of Angkhdt was surrounded by aring of acolytes,
polishing and stroking him, and ailing his phdlus. They chanted lists of names. The ceremony of the lamps
had been concluded—abridged, most likely, because of the dangers of the weether. The candelabra
were al empty, and instead aline of glass globes hung from the vault. They burned red gas, which cast
uncertain shadows and made the white mosaics of the floor glow red.

The chanting repeeatedly rose and died away, and at times the congregation joined in, reciting the eighteen
kinds of self-deception, the seven laws of harmony, the eleven types of civil disobedience, the Sixteen
phases of awoman’slove. It was abeautiful performance. At certain times the sounds flowed regularly,
and then they broke apart as different sections of the congregation broke away into different chantsin
different octaves, and dl the sense waslogt, only the order and the beauty remaining. They finishedina
kind of round, each section coming down to sllence a a different time, until only theimpossibly high
voices of the choir remained, and the bell-like booming of the parson in the pulpit, asking the benediction.

“Oh my children,” he roared when al was quiet, and the people sat submissively. “Oh my children. | take
my text tonight from the five-hundredth chapter of the Song of Angkhdt, which has been trandated for us,
by permission of the emperor, inthisway.” He paused for emphasis, then continued: “ *My beloved. My
beloved, when | fed you under me, dippery with hunger, when you have sucked me dry, when you have
sucked the sugar of my loins, then am | happy. Beloved, you have taken everything | have. If thisis
poverty, | am content. | would not trade it for the palace of aprince. | would not tradeit for abishop’s
throne.” ”

The parson was afat man. He recited according to an ancient tradition, whereby the words of the text
were run together without spacing, in adeep monotone. At onetimeit had been heresy to suggest, by
giving it emphads, that one word might be holier than another. The resulting spew of syllableswashard to
understand, but the text was acommon one, especiadly in poorer neighborhoods, and Abu guessed the
people knew it by heart.



The parson had recited without pausing for breath, and al through the compul sory minute of meditation,
Abu could hear him wheezing. He was much mutilated. One of his eyes had been torn from its socket,
not long ago, it seemed; the left Sde of hisface was still sunken and discolored, and his cheekbones
seemed to have healed improperly. It gave him adigointed look, for though one half of hisface was
collapsed and hideous, the other glowed pink and fresh, the cheek fat, the eye gleaming and benign. It
was asif he had made hisfaceinto an illugtration of the twofold nature of hiscaling, and a timeshe
would give emphasisto one side or the other as he spoke, smply by turning his head, and his audience
would know whether to cringe or to be comforted.

He said: “Oh my children, | direct your attention to thelast part of thislesson, for thefirst part isvery
difficult to understand. Remember this—' | would not trade my poverty for the paace of aprince. |
would not trade it for a parson’ sthrone.” Now, | can see some discontented faces among you, and
perhaps you think: What idiocy isthis? Perhaps you are apoor man with many children. Perhaps your
horoscope forbids you to progress beyond a certain saary, so that no matter how you work— Oh |
know, my children, | know how hard these things can seem. Such aman might cry out, seeing some
Starbridge riding by in hismotorcar, or feasting in arestaurant, or standing on the steps of the theater in
his evening clothes, such aman might cry out, * Oh yes, gladly would I change my place with you. Gladly
would 1" Oh, my children, it isanaturd mistake to think your own lifeisthe hardest. But it isamistake
that Angkhdt will not permit usto make.” The parson turned the dead side of hisface to hisaudience,
and glared at them out of hisunseeing eye. “Thisworld isacrud place. It isaplace outsde the reach of
God'smercy, aworld we have all cometo in our various ways. We have formed it with our sSins. Man's
fateisahard one, and you might be excused for thinking that alittle comfort, alittle freedom, alittle
money might makeit softer. But congder, islife any better for the rich? Are their women more beautiful ?
Do they find thejoys of love more sweet? Do their children love them more? No, these questions of
comfort, they are not the important ones.

“For remember, we Starbridges have a purpose. Now, even now, agreat war is being waged for your
safety, not Sixty milesfrom our north gate, against heretics and tyrants. Tonight | have heard news of a
great victory againgt the forces of our enemies.”

To make this announcement, he had presented the congregation with the living sde of hisface. But now
he turned to look at them head on. “My children, our victory has come &t bitter cost. Many thousands of
our soldierslie dead upon that field. And of those regiments of dead, how many of my family?| hear that
my own brother and my own nephew aso, my sister’ s son, have purchased your continued safety with
their blood. Now, warm in thisbeautiful church or safein your homes, would you be willing to change
your placeswith them? My children, these Starbridge officers are your bulwark and your shield. We
would have no war or victory without them. The onesthat still survive, do you envy them their comfort as
they stretch out their blanketsin therain?

“Or perhapsitis| you envy. Thentell me, isit my hand, my manhood, or my leg?Isit the mark of
scourges on my back? Or perhaps you remember how on this very dtar, on the feast of St. Delphinium, |
dedicated my eye.” He showed them the dead side of hisface. “ That iswhat it meansto be Starbridge,”
hesad. “Don't forget it.

“Now we are at the start of agreat tria. One of my predecessorsin this pul pit recorded in his diary that
in the ninth through nineteenth phases of last pring, it rained for saven thousand days. Many will die, rich
and poor. But our survival asanation, and a culture, and arace, depends on us. Now | have heard some
of you whispering that great changes come with spring, great miracles, great new freedoms. But | say, if
we cannot keep God' s laws, the laws that kept our ancestors from harm during thislong storm, then God
will squeeze uslike asponge. Tonight from this pulpit | heard you singing, high and low together, and the
beauty of it brought tearsto my eyes. | tell you, | make that song a metaphor, becauseitisinthe



harmony in which we live together that we can hope to touch God' s pity. And in those harmonies, there
must be high and low. Without it, all the senseislogt. Without it, thereis no beauty, no achievement. | tell
you, high and low together, together we will raise an anthem to our God!”

When the parson had finished, the people sank down on their knees for the compulsory prayers before
the next part of the service. “Now,” whispered Spider Abject. “Go now. They’ll take him back soon.”
He stood up and pointed over the bowed heads of the congregation. “ That one. There heis,” and Abu
saw ahairless old man, adeep in the prisoners pews. “ That one. Drunken fool! He' s adeep, the last
night of hislife,” said Abject, the tears starting to hiseyes.

Abu led him to the Sde aide, and they hurried down the narrow row of columns and arches toward the
sanctuary, where the parson was aready being helped into hislitter. Behind him stood the entrance to the
prison, an ornamented filigree of iron bars, and al around douched soldiers of the purge. Two stepped
forward to block the prince sway. They scowled and snarled like dogs, but when they saw his hand their
expressions congedled, and dl their viciousness seemed to drain away from undernegth, until the scowls
meant nothing. Abu passed without aword, Spider Abject close behind him.

The parson had his back to them. He seemed ahill of red-robed fat, his bulk was so tremendous.
Acolytes strained to lever him into his seat, but however hard they pushed, the fat seemed to flow away
from underneeth their hands, and they seemed no closer to lifting his essentia frame than if they had stood
across the room.

Abu waited, and then he cleared histhroat. “Cousin,” he began, tentatively, but one of the guards said,
“Wait. He sdedf, sr. Wait until he turns around. Then he can read your lips.”

In the sanctuary, the choir started to sing again, their castrate voices rising to the vault. Spider pulled the
prince sdeeve, for inthe prisoners pews the turnkeys were getting to their feet. But still the acolytes
grunted and pushed, and cursed behind the parson’ s back. And even when he wasin place, bundled like
ared bag of fat onto the velvet cushions of his chair, the prince could only catch hisblind eye. Severa
acolytes moved to the litter poles, and some went up to open the iron gates to the prison. Behind the
prince, the aide, separated from the nave of the church by arow of columns and arches, had begun to fill
with prisoners, chained in groups, waiting to pass through the same gate.

The parson’s acolytes spat on their hands and bent down to the litter poles. Asthey did so, Abu crossed
in front and stood between the foremost, and held up his hand. The parson turned his head, so that the fat
living side faced forward. “ Cousin,” he said in aloud deaf voice. The acolytes stood up again, happy to
delay their burden. In the aide, the prisoners and turnkeys waited patiently, and the guards, who had
been talking among themsalves, were suddenly quiet.

Abu looked around, embarrassed. Then he turned back to the parson, but when he spoke, he spoke
with hislips only, making no sound. He was careful to form hiswords clearly, so that the parson would
understand, but hewas going to tell alie, though only asmall one, and he didn’t want anyone elseto
hear. “Cousin,” he said, forming the words, no breath escaping. “Y our sermon was very fine. It makesit
easy to request afavor.”

The parson looked at him curioudy. Abu had areputation among Starbridges, and though he didn’t
know this man by sight, yet Abu could tell by the hardness of his smile that the man was dready making
guesses. “Certainly,” he shouted. “Come up with meinto my office. Come up and havea. . . havea
drink.”

The parson had heard of him. “Thereisno need for that,” said Abu, till mouthing hiswords sllently, so
that only one half of their conversation was audible to the people around them. “1 don’t mean to take up



any of your time. Thething | want isclose a hand.” He paused, then went on. “My servant’ sfather is
condemned to deeth. | promised | would save him.”

The parson turned hisface so that the dead haf showed, and then he turned it back. “ That was afoolish
promise” hesad.

“I don't seewhy. Itismy wigh.”
“Come up to my office. Wecantak.”
“No. | don’t want to.”

In the sanctuary, the voices of the chair filled the vault. “Thisisavery large request,” said the parson.
“Which manisit?’

“That one,” said the prince aloud, pointing at Abject’ sfather. The old man stood apart from the other
prisoners, staring dully at his son. And when he saw Prince Abu point at him, he cowered and sidled
back to stand next to hisjailers.

“Itisalargerequest,” repeated the parson loudly. “That man isrightfully condemned. He has broken
literacy statute 14c and property statutes 39x and y.”

“Neverthdess, itismy wish,” said the prince. With the sound of hisvoice, he was conscious of afeding
risng in him that he had never known, akind of happiness.

The parson shrugged, and smiled with the living haf of hisface. “Take him,” he said, and made agesture
with hisfinger. Abu felt full of happiness and power. But as he stepped back towards the prisoners, he
noticed Jason Mock, chained at hiswrists and ankles, his cheeks swollen under hisbeard, asif he had
been beaten. One eye was swollen shut. Y et he stood up Straight, away from the rest, and his face had
no submission init, only savagery and contempt. “Wait,” said the prince, giddy with new fedings. “Wait.
| want that one too.”

“No,” said Spider Abject, pulling at hisdeeve. “It'stoo much. Be satisfied with one.” But the parson was
dill smiling. “Why not?” he said, making the same smd|l gesture with hisfinger. “Mercy isthe virtue of
princes”

In the nave, the singing and the chanting had stopped. Rumors had spread throughout the church, and the
adeswerefull of people. Excited faces peered around every pillar. Abu was the center of dl eyes. “Why
not?’ hecried. “I'll takethem dl.” And he waked forward into the ranks of prisoners. They clustered
around him, clanking their chains. He hed hishand out to thejailers, and sullenly, they surrendered their

keys.

“Be careful, Cousin,” camethe parson’ ssmiling voice. “Mercy isavirtue. But weaknessisacrime. Be
careful.” But already chains and handcuffs werefdling to the stones. Firs free, Jason Mock strode
among the otherswith aring of keys, while Abu stood in acircle of panderers. They were pawing him
with flaccid fingers, their faces il incredulous. He was supremely happy. With an imperious flourish, he
raised hisarm, and the crowd split away from him dl down the aide, and far at the end he could seethe
open portal, the doors pulled back, the square black night, the sugar thick on the stone lintels. But just
then, asif put in motion by the prince’ s uplifted finger, high in the tower above them the bells began to
ring, sounding the darm.

“Enough,” said Spider Abject. “That's enough. Leavetherest.” Among the hundred or so prisoners,
perhaps forty had been freed; Abject took hisfather underneath the arm and dragged him towards the



open door. Abu stayed behind, unable to reinquish so much power and popularity. But finaly he turned,
jugt in time to see the boy and hisfather vanish down the stepsinto the night. And in acrowd of
hunchbacked, yellow people, the prince moved dowly down the aide, an old woman hanging onto each
arm. But when he was till ten paces from the porta, ayoung sacristan in red robes flung himself before
the doorway and blocked it with his outstretched arms. It was a usaless gesture, and perhaps he only
meant to shine for his superiors. He could not have hoped to offer any real obstruction, for Abu's
strength by then wasirresistible. But asthe prince raised up his hand to show his palm, Jason Mock burst
past him, unable to wait, unable to judge the outcome of even such asimpletest of will. He broke the
young man’'s head in with alength of chain, and pushed him down the stepsinto the square.

That act of violence ended dl their hopes. Mock stood in the doorway, framed by darkness, and past
him the square had filled with people, summoned by the bell. Soldiers of the purge were there, and when
they saw the young man fdl, they came running up the steps, al doubts resolved, al weakness set aside.
Mock had dared to touch a priest. Trapped, he turned back towards the church, but there too soldiers
were cutting through the crowd. Wildly he looked around. There was no escape, but above hishead a
cross of stedl hung down from a stanchion over the door, supporting four red bulbs of burning gas. With
atremendous leap, Mock seized hold of the crossbar and pulled himsalf up until he squatted onit,
chattering his hatred like amonkey, the fog drifting around him, sweetening his clothes. He pulled his
chain up after him likeamonkey’stall.

Soldiers stood underneath him. The captain unbuckled his revolver. But the voice of the parson, il
gtting in hislitter a the back of the church, sounded out above the uproar: “Be careful! Be careful of the
gad” It gave Mock hisidea. Grinning vicioudy, he wrapped his chain around his hand. That wasthe last
the soldiers sasv—M ock’ s teeth shining in the middle of hisblack beard as he leaned down and smashed
the glass bulb with hisarmored fis.

With aroar, theair caught fire, following the eddies of the fog athousand feet above their heads. In the
square people scattered, but in an ingtant they were surrounded and engulfed in whirlwinds of flame; it
wasin theair they bresthed. The clouds burst open, and the rain caught fire and fell in torrents on the
rooftops. Back in the safety of the church, something fell on Abu from behind and knocked him cold.

Part SiX:
Refugees and Pilgrims

A week later, thefire had changed consistency. It till fell unabated on the roofs of Beggar's Medicine.
But after thefirst explosion, new rainwater had chilled it to adrizzle of cold, wet, scorching drops. The
phenomenon was visble for miles, arainstorm of light. During the day, circular rainbowsformed in the
upper aamosphere.

At dusk, Thanakar Starbridge stood among some corpus trees, looking back over the city. Colonel Aspe
had pitched histent among the only vegetation in the valey, and Thanakar wondered whether it was
because he liked the smell. The trees bled a nauseating sap from puncturesin their soft bark. It smelled
like battlefields and operating rooms. Standing looking back at the lightstorm over the city, Thanakar
reached for abranch; it seemed to shrink away from under his hand. The leaves rustled mournfully,
though the air was till. It wasn't raining, for the moment, in the barren valley where the army camped.

There had been no fighting, for Aspe still sat sulking in histent. The soldiers chewed narcotics around the
campfires and quarreled with each other in their soft southern whispers. They played endless games of
cards, games with obscure rules, cards with unfamiliar markings. They spat and cursed. But Thanakar



had been busy restructuring faces, rebuilding limbs. That day he had made a golden eye for ayoung
soldier, with nerves of golden wire, but after hours of surgery the man was gill practicaly blind. He had
lain there patiently, though the pain was terrible and the disappoi ntment worse—a young man not six
phases old. After eight hours on the table al he could see were geometric patterns of metdlic yellow. In
the end, Thanakar had been too discouraged to proceed. His fingers were too sore. The wire had cut
into hisknuckles. It was anew technique.

At the entrance to the colonel’ s tent, he stretched out his hand again into the corpus leaves, and again the
branches seemed to evade histouch, while atremor ran through them in the breathless air. It wasa
melancholy place. Thanakar ducked his head under thefolds of canvas. Insidethe tent, Agpe sat ona
stool, hunched over atable in the shadows, his pencil moving noiselesdy over apiece of paper. He drew
careful circles and pentagons by the light of an ail lamp, and underneath he played a forming letters,
imitations of script, imitations of printing, meaningless even a adistance.

Thanakar stood watching. The colonel took no notice of him. He didn’t even raise his head, but
continued his dow scratching. Even in such achildlike occupation there was nothing laughable or weak in
him. He glowered at the page asif he hated it, patterns of white scars standing out aong hisforehead. His
neck and forearms, augmented by shadow, formed atense and menacing arc. All his muscleswere taut,
his hand flat on the table, the fingers of his other hand cramped around the pencil, asif with one hand he
prevented the table from risng in the air, while with the other he bent the rebellious pencil to hiswill. Left
toitsdf, it might have written anything. It might have formed | etters that made sense.

“Go away,” said Aspe without looking up.

“Y ou sent for me.”

“I don't recognizeyou,” he said, till glaring at hiswork.
“Y ou sent for me.”

“Go away.”

Thanakar shrugged, irritated, and turned to go, but the harsh voice spoke again and held him back.
“Wait,” it commanded, and the doctor stood and waited until Aspe had finished hisdrawing. It wasa
complicated polygon, with a paragraph of spurious handwriting underneath. Frowning, Aspe studied it for
amoment, and then he drew two lines crossing through it from corner to corner of the page and put it
asde on astack of sketches, dl smilarly crossed out. Then he sighed and released his pencil; it rolled a
little way and stopped. Heraised his stedl hand from whereiit lay outstretched on the surface of the table.
Heloosened the key at his sted wrist, and bent the stedl fingers forward into his customary fist before he
turned the key again, locking them in place. Then he sat back. “ Captain Starbridge,” he said.

“ Ya”

Aspelooked at him for along time without spesking, asif trying to recall why he had sent for him. If he
suddenly remembered, he didn’t show it by any change of expression, but instead, after afew minutes of
slence, he reached into the pile of papers by his side and took out amemorandum addressed to
Thanakar from his adjutant, dated the previous week. It had been passed out at a staff mesting.
Thanakar was embarrassed to remember, when the colonel turned it over, that he had fought boredom
during the discussion by drawing caricatures of various officers, including a savage one of the colondl
himsdf. He had drawn it from memory, for Aspe had not attended any meetings since the battle. Still, it
was quite recognizable, the heavy jaw, the hatchet face, the tangled hair.

The colonel studied it and then looked up. “1 am an ugly man,” he said. “But you have made me uglier



than | am.”

“It' saskill thet | have.”

“I want this skill. What does beauty mean, Captain?’

“I don't know,” said Thanakar, yawning.

“You must know. | have seen the bishop of Charn. Sheis beautiful.”
“| suppose sheis”

“Suppose?’ cried the colond harshly. “God damn your suppositions. Listen to me—your religionisa
web of lies, but at the heart of it thereis sometruth. Sheisbeautiful. Beauty in the heart of ugliness. What
doesit mean?’

“I don’'t know,” answered Thanakar, too tired to be anything but irritated by thiskind of conversation.
“Beauty isn't soimportant,” he said. “It doesn’t mean so much. A woman can be beautiful and still be
baj-”

“Canshe?l wish | could believethat. I'm an old man. Listen.” Aspe leaned forward and spat the next
wordslike acurse: “Thiswoman' sfaceis a the center of my thoughts. My thoughts! Look there.” He
pulled out some papers, and Thanakar could see that he had tried his hand at portraiture. They werelike
achild' sdrawings.

“What does it mean, Captain? Could you make apicture of her, and makeit look like her, and make it
ugy?

“| suppose | could.”

“I wish | had your skill. If | had your skill, I would march back tonight and hang your priests up by their
own chains and burn your city to the ground.”

“The emperor might not approve of that.”
“I am not the emperor' sdave,” said Aspe sulkily.

There was aslence, and Thanakar broke it. “ Someone' s sparing you thetrouble,” he said. “The city’son
fire” Heyawned. “1 want to go now. I’'m very tired.”

“Yes You' ve been saving lives. | think you' re not having much success”

“Not much.” Thanakar had made a hospitd to treat the remnants of the colonel’ s corps of antinomials.
Aspe had not once inspected it.

“Yes” hesaid. “You don't surprise me. They have lost the urgeto live, haven't they? Well, they arefree
togo.”

“That’ seasy for you to say,” exclaimed Thanakar bitterly. He had worked hard. But the atheists were
dying, even of the dightest wounds. Men, women, children, they lay in bed, their eyesfixed on nothing.

“Yes. Very easy. Tell me, Captain. Are you also prepared to die?” Aspe picked a paper up and pushed
it acrossthetable. “Read that,” he said. “Read it aloud.”

It wasaletter. It said:



| want a crimina—Thanakar Starbridge, of your staff—convicted in this city of adultery, murder, and
attempted murder. Deliver him to the bearers of thisletter. Do not thwart mein this. It ismy jurisdiction.
Do not thwart me.

Chrism Demiurge
Kindness and Repair
Spring 8, Oct. 42, 00016

“I thwarted him,” said the colond grimly. “The bearers of this letter—I stuffed their mouths with
excrement and sewed them shut. | handcuffed them to their horses and sent them back.”

“It waan't thair fault,” said Thanakar.

“It wastheir risk, serving such amaster. It doesn’t matter. They came thismorning. That’ swhy | sent for
you. You arefreeto go.”

“Thank you for warning me.”

“No. It wasadebt | didn’t want to think about again. Y ou tried to save my family. Only, for the love of
Angkhdt, why couldn’t you have been in time? Why couldn’t you have ridden faster? Then | would have
paid your debt with my heart’ s blood.” Aspe paused, his expression mixing rage and misery, the scars
gtanding livid across his eydids and his cheeks. Then he continued in alower tone, degp in histhroat.
“That wasthe end of me, that day. That wasthe end.”

“I tried,” said Thanakar iffly. “Some wouldn’t have bothered.”

“What good isthat?” shouted Aspe, rising to hisfeet. Upright, he seemed to take up the whole tent. He
loomed above Thanakar, surrounded by shadows. “Tried!” he said. “ That’ sworse than usdless. | tried
too, to save your worthlesslife. Yes, and | succeeded. It is my habit. Go—the debt is paid. Take ahorse
and go. Ride north. Thereis. . . beautiful country that way, beyond theriver Rang.”

“No. I'll go back to the city.”
“You see?’ cried Aspe. “And you, adoctor. Y et you wouldn’t ride amile to save such aworthlesslife.”
“No,” said Thanakar. “It'snot that. | have things | must do. Dependents.”

“Barbarian! Y our tail hangs down your leg. | give you freedom, and you think about your daves.
Barbarian. It will mean your life”

“Perhaps. But what did the letter say— adultery’?”

“Ah,” replied the colond, softening histone. “ Does every man have some face that kegps him from
himself? Even you?’ He reached down to the table, to finger his childish drawing of the bishop’sface.

Among the antinomiasin Thanakar’ s hospita, there were two whose urge to live had been sustained, in
one case by love, in the other by hatred. When that fierce creature, the antinomid army, had rolled upon
its belly and expired under Argon Starbridge’ s guns, it had spit up some survivors. After the battle,
Thanakar had sent men through to shoot the horses and dogs, and the desperate cases. The survivors he
had gathered into a section of the field hospita, over the objections of his superiors. They claimed that
such asewer of pollution would bathe any attempts at sterilization within the radius of amile, would infect
the other patients and the staff. After severa acts of semi-officia sabotage, Thanakar had withdrawn
acrossthe valey, and had injected specia antibodies into some strong-stomached orderlies, and
employed them out of his own pocket to erect some tents. There the antinomials were dying, one by one.



It was discouraging to see them, their wounds bandaged and their bleeding stopped, turn their facesinto
their pillows and die without aword, or perhaps just whispering the whisper of ameody aslight as
breath. Unable to deep, Thanakar had wandered through the tents at night, listening to that muttered
music, hislantern catching reflections from the eyes of children.

But two had kept the will to live—the heavy, white-faced antinomia who with histrumpet and his
sunglasses and his shaved head had led the charge, and one other. Thefirst healed quickly of appaling
wounds, though the blood he had lost increased his pallor to acorpselike hue. Like his brothers and
sgters, he never spoke, but his eyes gleamed with afever their eyeslacked. Under the glassesthey were
the palest blue, the color of water over snow.

From time to time, Sitting on his cot, he would take from the breast of his shirt abloodstained scarf. And
by theintengity with which he sudied it, asif the pattern of the bloodstains could tell him something,
Thanakar could guess the obsession that was keeping him aive. He hated Aspe. When his wounds were
partly hedled, he had crept out from the tent one night to prowl around the colondl’ s pickets. He had
come back with hisface bruised, his nose broken. In the morning, Thanakar tried to tell him something of
the scarf’ strue story, but he hadn’t listened.

“Hesangasongtous,” said theman. “1 saw apicturein theair. A ring of mountains, and women riding
inthetal grass. It wasalie”

After that, Thanakar was reluctant to make him understand, to rob him of adelusion that was keeping
himdive

The other convaescent was the white-eyed antinomial, who had sung his memories of his childhood
above Rang-river to Thanakar and Abu in the warehouse by the river. Though hiswounds were
superficia, he had been in danger of dying of morbid melancholialike the rest, until the doctor found a
remedy. Thanakar had carried in his baggage, as atoken of the hopelessness of love, the bracelet he had
gotten on the Mountain of Redemption, the payment for anight' swork there. The antinomia woman with
the yellow hair had taken it from her wrist to give to him. It fitted nestly just above his ebow; unlike most
officers, he never wore jewelry, but he had kept it as a souvenir. One day, changing the bandages on the
dying man's chest, dl the coincidences of the story came back to him, and the next time he made his
rounds, Thanakar brought the bracelet and gave it to him with his pills. The man rubbed histhumb along
the carved slver, the pattern of animals devouring one another. Thanakar waited for some sign of
recollection in hiswhite eyes, some softening of his crud face, but there was nothing. In the morning when
he came again, the man had thrown the bracel et into acorner of the tent and was nearer death than ever.
Once the bracelet had meant something to him. Not anymore. Time had closed itsfist.

Theman lay back, hiseyes pulsing and expanding, and drifting in and out of focus. Discouraged,
Thanakar bent over him and touched his hair, but the man was too weak even to turn away.
“Remember,” began Thanakar. “Remember . .. ,” but he wasn't sure the man could hear. And ashe
fatered for away of telling him his own story, the man’ s mouth opened and he began to sing, asong as
insubstantia asaghog, the antinomid’ slast song of himself, which comes with death. Thanakar bent low
to listen, and as he did so, he thought he heard some last hostility creep into the tone, until the man closed
his eyes and the melody ran pure again.

Thanakar waited for the part he knew would come, the sweet, despairing leitmotif of love, adozen notes,
and when he heard them, he memorized them. He waited, and when the song was interrupted by some
last coughing grunts, he took it up himsdlf, note by careful note. Memorized symbolsin an unknown
language, and doubtless his pronunciation was poor, because he had to repest it twice before the
antinomial opened his eyes and looked at him with an expresson so miserable and sad, it made him
sumbleinto silence. But for this moment, Thanakar had retrieved the sllver bracelet from the floor, and



he pushed it into the man’ s palm, lying open on the coverlet. Hisfingers curled around itsrim. For severa
long minutes, hisface held alook asif he were making adecision, and when he had made it, his mouth
contorted in asnarl of anger. He had been bitten and betrayed. His eyesfilled up with water, and
Thanakar dunk away. But as early asthe next evening, the patient was taking solid food.

These two antinomias kept company, not speaking, but playing music to each other. They kept apart
from the others, out of akind of delicacy, Thanakar fancied. He put them in atent next to hisown
because he liked to hear them play late a night, an assortment of instruments at first, but after awhile
they had rgjected dl but two, a glass flute and awooden one. When the doctor lay undeeping on his cot,
his mind racing through images of failed surgery, or of Charity or Abu Starbridge, or of Micum
Starbridge repeating some smple action over and over, then it soothed him to hear those soft
dissonances come seeping through the canvas walls, the glass flute and the wooden one, the music as
evocative as speech. They played music dl thetime,

But after talking to Aspe, Thanakar took a horse and went, Ieft his hospital and rode up out of the valey
back towards Charn, through lines of soggy tents. The images of Charity Starbridge had speeded up into
akind of frenzy. But once that night as he dismounted on the muddy track to stand in ashelter of awall
out of therain, to rest hisleg and watch the city burning like acandle far away over the hills, he heard the
gplash of horses’ feet. The two antinomias sat mgestic on their horsesin therain, looking down at him.,
They didn’t speak; neither did he, and after alittle while he climbed into his saddle again. They followed
himdl theway, riding dightly behind.

At dawn they came up to the city’ s gates. Thanakar had feared he might be expected. But al was
pandemonium, a cursing stream of men with burdens, men on bicycles, women pushing handcarts. There
was no guard. People stood in the road with no place to go, the mud up to their knees, their households
on their backs.

Insdethecity it wasworse, the streets clogged with people shouting and struggling in therain. Thefire
wouldn’'t spread thisway for months, for here the wood was too wet to burn. Y et everywhere banks and
busi nesses and school s were closed, the buildings empty and the streets full, the shrines jampacked with
cursing worshipers. Thanakar and the antinomials abandoned their horses and continued on foot. They
waked on for hours until, where two streets ran together and the houses fell away on either side, they
could seethefird tiers of the Mountain of Redemption rising to the sky, circles of stone battlements
bulging through the migt. Thanakar felt ahand on hiswrigt.

“That'swheresheis” said the antinomidl.

“Yes” answered Thanakar.

“Where?’

“It'scalled the Tower of Silence. There' sasection for heretics. You can't seeit from here.”
“Canyou take me?’" asked the antinomid.

“No.”

The man squinted, and his grip tightened on the doctor’ sarm.

“| can'tdoit,” said Thanakar. “I’ve got my own thingsto do.”

The man gave him along hungry look through ditted eyes. And then suddenly, as momentary sunlight tore
through arag of cloud above them, his expression cleared. He smiled up at the sky. Then, reaching out
hisimmense hand, he put two fingers underneath Thanakar’ s chin, and forced his chin up in aplayful



gesture of encouragement, and dapped him playfully across the cheek, knocking him off balance. Then
he was gone without aword, dogging up the street, his coat pulled up around hisface. But at thefork,
where the road led straight up to the mountain’ s base, he leaped forward and started to run, singing like a

boy.

That was the last time Thanakar saw him. The time would come when aman could trave al through the
northern provinces and dl through the dums of Charn without seeing asingle antinomid. They werea
transent people, and soon they were dl gone. Foreseeing it, standing in the mud, Thanakar chose that
moment for hisown. In later times, when men would ask him what the antinomialswere like, he would
remember not the violence, not the savagery, not the smell of roasting meet, but that moment: aman
running away up to aturning in the road, running joyfully to his own death, chasing, without thinking,
something that could never be.

The other stayed behind. He stood next to Thanakar, wiping his shaved forehead with his scarf. They
were close to the Starbridge palaces. The streets were amost empty. A motorcar sped past, spewing
them with mud.

Thanakar went home. But firgt, dinking through the corridors and up the marble stairs, hispae
companion following, he stopped at the commissar’ s gpartments. The door swung open onto empty
rooms. The church had aready repossessed the furniture. In the hallway aman was busy repainting; he
was an idiot. When he made the gestures of respect, he kept his paintbrush in his hand, so that when he
was finished his nose and hair were daubed with green.

Theroom smelled of antiseptic and incense. In Prince Abu’'s bedroom, a printed notice was pasted to
onewall. It said an epidemic of immordity had broken out here, and it had aready killed two
people—God have mercy. The document was an officia one, and pinned to the bottom corner wasa
sngpshot of an official execution. Someone had jiggled the camera, and the faces wereimpossibleto
make out.

Hewaked down to his own gpartment. He expected to find soldiers, but the hall was empty. His
housekeeper met him at the threshold—"Oh, sir,” she ssammered. “Thank heaven you’ ve come back.

Y our mother, Sir. Y our mother’ swoke up. Shekilled aman.” Thanakar took off his coat and hung it up.
Then he went past her through the library towards his parents' bedroom, leaving her gaping up into the
antinomid’ swhiteface. “Oh, sr,” continued Mrs. Cassmer. “You can't go in there. She' sdangerous.
She' skilled aman. Who' sthisyou brought home, sir?’

The antinomia unwrapped his cloak and stood dripping in his hospita clothes. Solemnly he took out his
sunglasses and put them on. From hisdeeve hetook out hisglassflute, and he examined it carefully in the
light, while Mrs. Cassimer gasped and wheezed. She made the sgn of the unclean, ducking her head into
her armpits. “ Angkhdt preserve us,” she whispered.

Hegitating at the bedroom door, Thanakar smiled. “Y ou can put him in the room next to mine,” he said.
“Arethere clean sheets?” The door waslocked, with the key init. He unlocked it and pushed it open.

Inside, the room was wrecked. Books and pieces of furniture lay at random, and the windowswere dll
broken. His mother sat naked on the bed next to his deeping father, her arms around her knees, her hair
loose around her shoulders, and when she raised her head to look at Thanakar, he saw her eyes had
changed color from the hard black of the Starbridges to a molten red, and as he watched, they changed
again, adow red of unnatura shades fading into one another: pink, white, yellow orange, red, pink. It
was the only movement in her face.

“Oh, gir, be careful,” remonstrated Mrs. Cassimer, peeking round the doorjamb. “ She' s not safe. She



killed aman.”
“Who?’

“Only asweeper. On Tuesday—he discovered her. We had aterrible timeto get her off of him. Mr.
Gramercy, shebit hishand.”

“Mother?’ he caled out into the room. The woman on the bed stared at him, her eyesa swirl of color.

“She hasn't touched my father,” he remarked. The prince slong figure lay unmolested, still shrouded by
her sde.

“No, gr.”

“When did this happen?’

“On Tueday, gir. Eight days ago. In the morning.”
“Did you send for the police?’

“No, gr. It was only a sweeper. Oh, g, it was those experiments of yours, I’ m sure of it. Leave the dead
alone, that’ swhat | say. | knew it was aterrible mistake.”

“Y ou should have said something.”

“Oh, ar.”

“I came back for other reasons. Have the police been here, or any soldierslooking for me?’
“No, gr.”

“Any parsons?’

“No...

“What does she eat”

“Oh, sir, how can you be so calm?'Y our own mother, back from the dead.” The housekeeper was close
to tears.

“I'’'m thinking. She seems calm enough.” Hetook a step into the room.

“Please don’t go any closer, sir. She' snot to be trusted, back from the dead like that. She'slost her
mind, and it'sasmall wonder. Such agood mistress, too.”

Hetook another step into the room. The princess opened her mouth, and he seemed to fedl her cold
breath from ten feet away, like adraught from an open doorway. “Son,” she said in acold whisper, her
voice cold asdeath. “I’m hungry, Thanakar.”

“Beloved God,” sobbed Mrs. Cassimer. “Look at her eyes.”

“Son,” the princess said again. “Tell the old fool to go away. Tdl her to bring food for me. Tell her to
bring tumbril pie and sandwiches. Tdl her to bring fishes cooked in wine. | want them.”

The doctor turned to Mrs. Cassmer. “Did you hear? Eight days—amost aweek. She must be starving.”



“Oh, gr. Fishes, she says.”

“I have brought aguest here,” continued Thanakar. * Perhaps he and the princess have tastesin common.
It soundslikeit. Asfor me, can you make me afruit sdad?1 wasup dl night.”

“Beloved Angkhdt. Fishes, shewants”
“Please, Mrs. Cassmer.”
“But gr, shekilled aman.”

“Yes,” whispered the princess. “What' sdoneisdone.” Sheturned her eyesto the housekeeper, and the
woman fled.

“Well, Mother,” said the doctor, coming forward into the room. “Y ou’ ve made rather amess.” He
walked towards her, kicking through books and broken vases.

“Yes,” breathed the princess. “Not too close, my son. That's close enough.” He stopped uncertainly, and
she continued. “Why, you' re aman now, Thanakar. Are you married?’

1] NO_”
“No. No need. Doesyour leg give you much trouble?’
“Not much.”

“No.” Shelooked aimost young. Her hair was glossy and her face unlined, but her dead white palor and
her changing eyes made her a creature out of nightmares and sick dreams, trapped between worlds. She
looked around the room. “How long?’ she asked. “What isthe date?’

“October 46th, in the eghth phase of spring. It'sraining.”
“S0. More than fifty months, then. More than five thousand days. Areyou rdligious, Thanakar?’
“No.”

“Good boy. They stole my life fromme. | want it back. | want it.” Her eyes caught her reflectionin the
shards of abroken mirror on the wall; she turned away with an expression of disgust. “Not like this. Why
did you wake me? It was the heroin solution. | could fedl it pulling me upward as soon as you had shot it
in, but | took such along timeto reach the surface, | was down so far. Look—your father looks as
young aswhen | married him.”

The doctor picked up achair from off itsside. “Tell me” hesaid.

His mother turned, and he watched her eyesfade from pink to white. “No,” she whispered. “Not now. A
world of dreams, my son. Not now. I’ m thirsty now. Bring me pear whiskey in acrystd glass. Bring me
clusters of white grapes. | want them.”

Thanakar rubbed hisnose. A sound came from somewhere esein the gpartment. The antinomia blew
into hisfluteto clear it, and then started to play asmal tune. The princess heard it. Shetilted her head

curioudy, and Thanakar watched a stain of yellow spread and darken in her eyes. “What isthat?’ she
asked.

He went to find Jenny Pentecost, but she was gone. The house was burned—charred timber, nothing.
The police at thelocal station were obsequious and usaless, because the mud and the asheswhere the



house had been till stank with perfume, and a blackened post was daubed with acrossand circlein red
pant. “I’'msorry, dr,” said the policeman, picking at apimple underneath hislip. “I wouldn’t have
touched them, knowing your lordship to be interested, and afriend of the poor commissar’ stoo. We
knew they were runaways, agirl marked like that. But who isn't, nowadays? The whole digtrict is
clearing out. Evil times, g, evil times. But look here.” He pointed out the red mark on the pogt, though
no one could have missed it or failed to understand it. “ See that? Not our jurisdiction. That’ sthe purge.
Smell that? Now, no offense, gir, but we' ve heard some rumors about you too. I'd be careful, sir.”

The clouds looked bruised and swollen over alight rain. In the street, mud reached over the ankles. It
was quiet here, thefire far away, the streets deserted. Thanakar sat down on a projecting beam while the
policeman walked around. Near his hand, abird huddled disconsolately among some bricks, ruffling its
green feathers.

When the man had gone, Thanakar asked among the neighbors. They told him nothing, in many cringing
and resentful ways. They were interested in money. They hated him. One old woman with blue teeth said,
“No good ever came from your kind. Not for poor folk. Nothing but trouble. . . sir,” and she cocked
her head in the direction of the burned house.

But he found alittle girl who told him. Shewas dressed in yelow rags. Sitting beside him on her porch,
kicking her feet, wiping her nose aong her arm, shetold him how she had crept out that night to watch
the house burn down, and how she saw the officers of the purge, in black boots and black uniforms,
standing sithouetted by the flames, their horses samping and tossing their heads. The roof had given way
in an avaanche of sparks, and one of the horses had kicked back on its hind legs and pulled its bridle
free. Standing on the ground, itsrider had raised hiswhip and cursed.

“But thefamily?’ interrupted Thanakar gently. It was starting to get dark. On the horizon, the sun had
dropped below the clouds, and it glinted on the brass roofs of the pagodas and, just visible atop itspillar,
the statue of Mara Starbridge wrestling the hierophant. Some women picked miserably through the mud,
down towards one of the shrines at the bottom of the street, tolling hand bells.

Thelittle girl swung and kicked her legs. Serioudy, without atrace of fear, shetold how she had seena
man and awoman handcuffed, gagged, led away. “Amacameto find me,” she said. “ Shetold meto get
back indgde. But | saw them through the window.”

“Therewasalittle girl about your age. A little younger.”

She wiped her nose along her arm. “1 know. Jenny Pentecost. The fregk. | called her that because she
had amark right here.” The girl gestured towards her cheek. “A devil mark. Amasays she should have
painted her face.”

“Didyou see her?’

“No. Amasaysit isn't right. She saysit brings’ spicions down on everyone. She never went to prayer
school. She never went outside.”

“You didn’t see her—that night?’
“No. | just told you.”

Hisleg hurt. He turned hisface into the sun, where it showed in acleft between two hills. It would have
been regtful, he thought, to livein an antinomia country, where the laws of cause and effect had been
repealed, where actions had no consequences. Here, hefelt chained to many deaths—Charity
Starbridge, the Pentecogts. Without his attention to distinguish them, they would have escaped notice. He
thought: thereisadiseasein my hands which pollutes everything | touch.



Thelittle girl beside him kicked her legs. Her upper lip was covered with a small moustache of snot. She
stroked it with her forefinger.

Thanakar got to hisfeet. It was night by the time he reached home. A policeman had come by when he
was out, but the antinomia had killed him and dragged his body into the princess s room, where he sat
perched on the man’ s buttocks, playing his glassflute. The princesslay listening on her ssomach on the
bed. Thelittle notes penetrated the walls, and Mrs. Cassmer put her fingersin her ears. 1 couldn’t keep
the servants,” she said. “They left. They’re gone. Oh, Sir, you can't leave me here with them. Promise
me. The chauffeur had apet fish. They ateit.”

Smiling, he promised, and then he broke his promise dmost ingtantly, for when the purge came back in
forcethat night, Thanakar let himsalf be taken. He met the soldiers outside in the corridor, where the
music of the flute wasless. They didn’t search the house.

The soldiersweren't authorized to touch him, but they had brought ayoung curate with them, who tied a
slken rope around hiswrigts. Thanakar’ s neighbor, aretired brigadier, stood in his doorway in
shirtdeeves, hishands on hiships. “What’ sthis?’ he asked.

“I'm being arrested.”
“Filthy pigs. What' sthe charge?’
“Adultery.”

“Lucky dog,” said the brigadier. “ Sign of the times. Never would have happened in my time. Just aswll.
What' sthe news from the front?’

They chatted about relatives until the priest pulled Thanakar away.

At nightfal, violence overtook the day’ s chaosin the streets, and gangs of armed men clashed at the
street corners, under alight rain. The sky burned red, asif beyond every horizon the city was consumed.
It was anillusion ill; the houses were too wet to burn except where the fire had first started. That day
the bishop’ s council had imposed a curfew, and every shrine had announced the news that the church
would confiscate the families of rioters, looters, drunks, or absentees. Nevertheless, east, west, and south
the highways were choked with runaways, running nowhere and taking their familieswith them. In most
cases they went prematurdly, fire and flood still milesfrom their houses. But their mindswere prey to
rumorsfrom their great-grandfather’ stime, and his great-grandfather’ s, and every spring since the birth of
Angkhdt. Every spring, fire and water had destroyed the city. Panic wasin the smoky air. Strange sights
and miracles were reported. Asthe purge hurried Thanakar aong the street, he saw an adventist
preacher in the middle of a seething crowd, announcing some new and catastrophic portent of the second
coming. Beside him stood aflagelant, naked to the waist, whipping himsdf till the blood ran down his
shoulders. The torches shone on hisdull, stupid face. All around, factions of heretics struggled in the mud:
rebd angels, adventists, deserters, sodomites, spies. Beating great drums, dupes and agents of King
Argon Starbridge marched under an effigy of the dog-headed prince. That at least would bring out the
purge, thought Thanakar, but there was not even a policeman watching. His own guards hid their badges
intheir cloaks and kept to the shadows and the smdler dleyways.

“Where are you taking me?’ asked Thanakar. They had paused to let amob of heretics go by, rough
men in from some farm, aimless and determined, carrying pikes and sickles and a symbol Thanakar
didn’t recognize, sheaves of cut grass hanging from the ends of poles. The curate knew it. He cowered in
the shadows, making the sign of the unclean. “My God,” he moaned. “How many of them are there?
There' snot wood enough in dl theworld to burn them al. This month the Inquisition sat in shifts, even
more since Lord Chrism made his proclamation. G-God help me. HE Il never, ever catch them dl. Every



one hetraps has made a dozen converts.” The curate was a small man with adrunkard’ s bloated face, a
drunkard’ ssniveling. “God help usal,” he said softly.

“Where are you taking me?’

“Wanhope Prison. I’m sorry, Captain. B-believe me. The case has been decided.”
“What about the other defendant?’

“Thelady?’

“yes”

“Th-that wasamistake,” said the curate. “ A cruel mistake. Since Chrism’ s proclamation there have been
more, |-1 admit it. These are Snful times. | don’t judge you. With evil spread to such high places, how
can ordinary men keep clean?’

“Isshedill dive?”

The curate bit hislip. “N-no,” hesaid. “It was to be expected. She came from aproud family. Sister to a
martyred saint.”

“Aant?
“That’ swhat men say.”

“Reoice at every death,” suggested the Starbridge catechism. Thanakar turned hisface away. Hetoo
was from aproud family. “Were they burned?’ he asked. The mob had passed, the street was quiet.

“Yes. N-no. I've said enough,” stammered the curate. “ A man must be careful, since Lord Chrism . . .”
“Damn you, what proclamation?’

The curate opened his mouth, astonished. “Y -you haven't heard?’

“I've beenwith thearmy.”

“Even s0.” He seemed uncertain, then he spoke. “The bishop’ssecretary . .. was. . .usedtobe. . .
Chrism Demiurge. Lord Chrism, now. He staken anew title, while confirmation is &ill coming from the
emperor. The bishop's been deposed.”

“What?’

“She'sto be burned, they say. Witchcraft.” The curate bent close. “ They say she has a p-penis growing
between her breasts. A man’s p-penis. Here.” He touched Thanakar’ s chest. He was an acoholic. He
wore too much perfume not to be covering up some other odor. Thanakar turned away, nauseated. “He
cdlshimsdf Lord Chrism,” said the curate, bringing hisface till closer. “He' s searching for awide
apped. Some of the adventists are dready calling him ag-god.”

Thanakar laughed. “ That’ sheresy,” he said.

“He s not responsible for what they say. In aweaker man, yes, | supposeit might be heresy. But heisa
strong man. He has the council behind him.” He looked away. “ It makes no difference. He was dways
the power inthiscity. It'sjust amatter of aname.”



“And an execution.”
“Yes. P-poor child. A p-penis.”

They were standing in the shelter of an archway. The soldiers of Thanakar’s guard had waited patiently in
therain, but as the two men talked, ragged men with rifles had started gathering at the bottom of their
street, carrying some flag, chanting some dogan. A second-lieutenant of the purge had waited patiently at
Thanakar' s side, nursing a cigarette. Now he came up and sduted. “My lords,” he said, “we can’t stop
here. It' stoo dangerous. It’ sthe festival tonight, in honor of the new saint. Starting at midnight. We'll
have to be at Wanhope Prison before then, sir.”

“B-but we are on aholy errand,” said the curate. “In Lord Chrism’sname.”

“Tell it to them.” Thelieutenant jerked his thumb back down the street. The crowd had gotten closer.
One of their banners unfurled next to a Streetlight. “ October 47th,” it read. “A Festival of Faith.” Red
|etters on awhite ground, and undernegth, a phoenix rising from anest of flame. In front of the crowd, a
man and woman danced drunkenly, waving ajug. When they saw the curate' sred robes, they gavea
shout.

“That'sit,” said the lieutenant. “Come on.” He set off up the street in the opposite direction. The curate
followed. Thanakar tried to lag behind, but the other guards grabbed him, forgetting their mannersin their
fright. Some shotswhistled over their heads.

The lieutenant led them cleverly, and in afew minutes they had outdistanced al pursuit. They rested and
went on, but the streets around Wanhope Prison had been barricaded. The rain had gotten heavier, and
they stood in the mud watching the flow of people past the checkpoint.

“Can’'t we go on? asked Thanakar. “I’'m looking forward to anicedry cdl.”

The curate ignored him. He crouched down on his haunches next to the lieutenant, peering a the soldiers
at the barricade. “Can you see their markings?’ he asked.

“Plainred, Sr. They’'re parsons sure enough.”
“Y es, but what congregation? Can you see?’
“No, gr. It'sall oneto me. We'll go on.”

The curate fingered hisjaw. “Well,” he said. “I-it should be. Things are so complicated sncethe
proclamation. It’s hard to know.” Helooked up at the night sky, shrugged, and stood up. “We'll risk it,”
he sad. “There snot much choice.” Behind them, another crowd was gathering, Snging drunken songs.

The barricade was a haphazard structure of wooden sawhorses and cinderblocks flung across the street.
Wires were strung between the houses, and bare electric bulbs burned from the tops of poles. Soldiers
and priests sood under a corrugated iron shelter and warmed themsealves before abonfire. All around,
the rain crackled and spattered asit hit the flames, the sugar igniting, the water putting it out. This
uncertain balance made the air glow around their heads, and as Thanakar and the rest filed past the
sentry box, the doctor heard aroaring in hisears. The curate stood behind him, nervoudy shuffling, and
when he was close enough to see the man in the box, he swore and clutched the doctor by his knotted
wrigts, trying to pull him back into the street. But there were too many people behind them, and asthe
curate struggled back, soldiers crossed through the sawhorses on either sde of him and plucked him out
of line. They were soldiers of the purge, but Thanakar noticed that each carried an additiona insgnia
pinned under the silver dog’ shead on his collar, asprig of lily of the valley made of paper and green wire,



the bishop's own symbol. Their officer wore achain of it around his neck. Hewasamonk in the military
order of St. Lucan the Unmarred, and Thanakar recognized him—M adabar Starbridge, second cousin to
Charity and the prince, and aformer patient. Hewas asmal unmutilated man in ared uniform.

“Stop, Cousin. What' s your hurry?” he asked.
“P-p-prisoner for Wanhope,” stammered the curate. “ B-b-bishop’s orders.”

Brother Malabar turned to look. “Doctor,” he said. “| hoped they wouldn’t find you. | hoped you were
far awvay.”

“| had to come back.”

The monk looked at him and nodded. “Let me untieyou,” he said. And over his shoulder, to the curate:
“Have you awarrant for thisman?’

The curate shuffled underneath his robe, hesitated, and drew his hands back empty. “I-1 seem to have
logtit,” hesaid.

“No, gr,” corrected his lieutenant, grinning. “It' sin your upper pocket, Sir.”

The curate gave him avicious look. “ Ah, y—yes. Th—thank you.” He made asif to look for it, but
Brother Maabar seized him by the front of his cassock, thrust his hand in, and drew out a crumpled
paper. “ Thanakar Starbridge,” he read, and flipped it over to ook at the sgnature. “ Signed by the
usurper’ sown hand. Chrism Demiurge. Are you familiar with this name, Doctor?’

“1 know himwdl.”

“| dways hated him. We Il hang him higher than abird. Thissignature,” he continued, turning back to the
curate, “has no purchase here. Do you know your prisoner’ sidentity?’

“ Y'yﬁn

“No. Look here.” Brother Maabar pulled back hislong hair to show hissilver ear, miraculoudy curled
and ddlicate, and the silver hinge of hisjaw, mdting into skin. “The doctor healed me when | wasadmost
dead. Fighting for the bishop back when you were still sucking cocksin seminary. Back when you had a
cock to suck. Y ou heard about my cousins?’ he asked Thanakar.

“No. | ... haveto know.”

“I'll tell you. Demiurge is murdering the old families.” Heturned. “ Y ou are freeto go,” hetold the curate.
“Tdl your master thet I'll tear down Wanhaope stone by stone unless he lets them go. The usurper,” he
said to Thanakar, * has imprisoned four brothers of my order. For photographing convictsinsde the
Mountain of Redemption. All relatives of ours.”

“The convicts?’
“The photographers. The convicts, too, soon enough. | tell you it'scritica.”

Thanakar’ s curate had already gone. His guard, too, seemed to have disappeared, except for the
lieutenant, who stood grinning. “Excuse me, ir,” he said. “Y ou wouldn’t have an extraone of those
flowers”

“Certainly,” answered the monk, unpinning one from hisown collar.



“Thank you. | gave my oath to the bishop herself, when | came of age. My old mother had agrowth . . .”

“Good man,” said the monk absently. He pointed to the bonfire, where soldiers were roasting turnips on
the ends of bayonets. “Are you hungry?’ And without waiting for an answer, he led Thanakar acrossthe
street and through a broken shopfront window into a makeshift wardroom. Officers of various services
sat smoking marijuanain smal groups. It was a cheerless, cavernous place, lit with dim bulbs.

Malabar Starbridge was a forceful man, but he lacked dignity. “ That piece of scum,” he remarked,
lugging chairsinto an empty corner. They sat down, and the monk leaned back so that histrousersrode
up tight around histhighs. “ That piece of scum,” he repeated, hisfingers clasped behind hisneck. “He
meansto burn her. Cosro Starbridge’ s own daughter. | saw the pyre in Kindness and Repair. It’ s higher
than this ceiling. Witchcraft—damn!” He swiveled forward. He was congtantly in motion, scratching,
twigting, asif he could never find a position that was comfortable. He would contort hisface into odd
shapes and keep them until everyone around him was uneasy. It was a habit that made people expect him
to slammer or Stutter, but in fact he spoke fluidly and extremdy fast. This combination of mannerisms
made him a hard man to take serioudy. Thanakar was grateful to him. Bad news might seem bearable
from such digtracting lips.

“Have you ever seen her?” demanded the monk, twisting hisarm over his head to grab hold of hisear.
He was talking about the bishop.

“From adistance.” Thanakar paused, then continued. “Tell me about Charity Starbridge.”

“You'reto blamefor it,” exclamed the monk severdly, screwing the hed of hishand into one eye. “By
God you'reto blame.” He glared at him and sat back.

“l know.”

“Don’t say that. They’ re to blame. The evidence wasn't enough to swing acat. A washerwoman's
testimony—there was something on the sheets. A laundress—her blood wasn't even good enough to
make a deposition. Charity Starbridge never even could have been arrested on the evidence they had,
not without afull confesson. By that time she was awidow, for God' s sake. And she wouldn’t tell them
anything. Not oneword. Not her. But Chrism wanted her confession. So helied to her. Hetold her you
yourself had brought the charge, claiming you had been infected. Mordly infected; physicaly ... | don't
know. He didn't care. It was you he wanted. He wanted her testimony so that he could hang you. But
sherefused to say aword against you. She poisoned herself. Two daysago.” The monk broke off, tears
inthe corners of hiseyes. He flicked them away with histhumbnail, a gesture so unnatura that it
absorbed dl of Thanakar’ s attention.

“And did she confess?’

“Not oneword, | tell you. Not oneword,” the monk repegted, alittle bitterly. *“ She was a proud woman.
But look at this. Sheleft anote.” He pulled a paper from hisdeeve. “I received it thismorning.
Next-of-kin. It stragic. The old familiesare dmost gone.” He spread the paper out on hisknee. It was
filled with acomplicated, beautiful, unknown script, illuminated with gold and scarlet.

“What doesit say?’ asked Thanakar.

The monk peered at it. “ It' s the language of the prophets,” he said doubtfully. “ She dwayswas a clever
girl. I didn’t think anyone ftill knew it.”

“What doesit say?”’



“It says, ‘Goodbye.” ”
“Just . . . goodbye?’ asked Thanakar, looking at the maze of paint and letters.

“Goodbye,” repeated the monk, twisting up hisface. “ That isarough trandation. Those prophets never
meant exactly what they said.” He turned away, stroking hissilver ear.

“May | haveit?" asked Thanakar.

Uncomfortable, the monk got up. He paced behind his chair, making quick, random gestures with his
arms. “I’m not sure she meant it for you,” he said.

Thanakar stayed seated, looking at the floor between hisfeet. “ This might sound strangeto you,” he said.
“But | didn’t know her very well.”

The monk made an irritated gesture. “Who knowswomen well?” he asked. “Who knows anybody wel|?
Thisis not the season for sentimental friendships,” he said, tearsin hiseyes. “Not the weather for it. They
say my grandparents loved each other. A family legend. No. Don't flatter yourself. Charity Starbridge
hed afine marriage. The commissar was like afather to her.”

“Hewasagood man.”

“I"'m glad you thought so,” said the monk bitterly. “Did you see him die?’
“I waswith him. Then | left.”

“Wasit agood death?’

“Beautiful.”

“God blesshim for it,” said the monk, picking hisnose. “Abu, too, they say, and who could have
expected that? A prince at lagt, they said. Blood will tell, | suppose.”

“Tdl meabout Abu.”

In another corner of the room, men sat talking in low voices, passing a cigarette. Brother Ma abar
glanced a them moodily, and gestured past them through the window, towards the glow above the town.
“He srespongblefor thisfire” hesaid.

“Wasthat the charge againgt him?’
“No. Drunk and disorderly.”
Thanakar smiled. “That’ s not acapitd offense.”

The monk shrugged and sat down. “Homicide, then. | don’'t know. Seven people died in thefirst
explosion, and more than sixty beggars. | know, it's not much of acrime, for aprince, but Demiurgeis
mad, | tell you. The inquisition has been sitting day and night. Ten Starbridges have been condemned,
and the othersin batches of ahundred. He wasthe first of such high rank.”

“Wasit apublic execution?’

“| didn't seeit. Brother Lacrima says he stood up straight. The rest al begged for mercy, but he didn’t.
I’m glad to hear it. Of course, they’ d locked amask over hisface and gloves on his hands. I’m not sure
he could have spoken even if he' d wanted to. Unnecessary, really—everybody knew who he was.



Anyway, he made agood impresson. He never made a sound, even when the fire was around hislegs,
and God knows that’ s uncommon.”

“I heard he was canonized,” said Thanakar softly.

“That. Oh yes, well—that’ s just foolishness. Y ou know how things get started. Beggars get excited in the
camest times. They’ re desperate now.”

“Tdlme”

The monk closed both his eyes and stuck histhumb into hisear. “ At first, when he was arrested, they
didn’t know who hewas,” he said after apause. “That waslast Friday. They had him in acommon cell.
Hewas so dirty, and he didn’t draw attention to himself. It was only when he cameto trid that hewas
recognized. By that timeit had been five days. Y ou know—he let them touch him. They were dways
touching him, even when he was adeep. Y ou know what they’re like. Most of them had never seena
Starbridge up close before, |et done a prince. And when he was awake, they sat around himin acircle.
He promised he' d take them all with him to his paace up in Paradise. He heard their confessions, gave
them absolution. 1t was like playing with children. And when two old women were freed on some
technica grounds—innocence or something, they called it amiracle. He was executed yesterday. There
must have been twenty thousand people there.”

Themonk leaned forward, his hands clasped in front of him. “That muchisfact,” hesaid. “Therestislies.
They say they saw him drinking in abar yesterday evening. And then these same two women spread the
story that when they took him down out of the ashes, hisbody was as clean asif he had died in his
degp—no trace of fireon him. That'san obviouslie. But listen to this. Thiswas unusua. A man dressed
up as a parson—he had only oneleg, or elseit wastied up—or | don’t know, maybe he was a parson.
He said he was the bishop’s messenger, sent to crush the rumors. He was going to exhibit the prince' s
ashes publicly. So he rang the bellsin Durbar Square and collected a huge crowd, and broke the sedl off
some casket he had brought. It had birdsin it. Red pigeons and white doves. Why are you laughing?’

“It' samiracle,” said Thanakar.

“It'safucking scandd,” said the monk. “1t'samockery of holiness. What are they going to cal him? Abu
the Inebriate?’

“Abu the Foal.”
“Don’'t laugh. It'snot funny.”

Thanakar laughed. “I'm happy for him,” he said. “It' s perfect for him. Hewas. . . such astupid foal,” he
sad, putting hisfingersto hisforehead.

“Y ou think he should be canonized for that? | tell you it'samockery.”

“Don’'t beaprude. It' s not such an exclusive club, the saints. Others have deserved it less”
“Don’'t say that,” said the monk, dropping his voice, looking around.

“Comeon. | thought you people were revolutionaries.”

“No. Chrism’sthe usurper. We' reloyalists. We ve got our own inquisition.” He motioned with his head
towards the far corner, where some officers sat smoking. “They’ ve aready had aman whipped for
perversion. A captain of the purge.”



“What for?’
“It’ s not important. Something about a runaway named Pentecost. A hobody.”

This coincidence struck Thanakar so forcibly that he allowed the conversation to progress alittle further
before he brought it back. It seemed astonishing that his odd, twitching man had carried inhismind a
name o vitd; astonishing that their talk had uncovered it in such away, when so easily he could have
chosen some other combination of remarks, and Thanakar never would have known. 1t made him
wonder how many other people that he met, at parties, perhaps, or people that he passed in the streets
without aword, carried vita information with them like unopened packages, and he never knew. Hewas
happy, now, that when this man had appeared on his table months before, almost dead, he had worked
30 carefully asto leave asense of debt behind with that new ear, inserted in that new piece of brain.

“Pentecodt,” hesad.

“Yes, do you know him? Chrism gave specid ordersto have them rounded up, | don’t know why.
Though if you know them, perhaps that explainsit.”

“Yes Tha explainsit.”
“They werehung,” said the monk, sucking onefinger.
Thanakar looked down at thefloor. “Therewasalittlegirl . . .”

“Yes. That' sthe point of the story. This captain saved her life. Hewas.. . . What shall | say? Attracted to
her. When he cameto us, the girl was il living with him. We made him give her up. They did,” said the
monk, jerking his head towards the far corner of the room. “They had him whipped. | had nothing to do
withit. | hate that sort of thing. She had a birthmark.”

“I know.”

The monk looked at him distastefully. “Don't tell me—you too?’ he asked.
“Nothing like that.”

“I’'m glad to hear it. It safilthy habit. Hard to break, too. He till visits her.”
“Nothing likethat,” repeated Thanakar. “1 knew her father.”

“That explainsit. The captainisavery disgusting fellow, if you want to know.” Maabar Starbridge
jumped up out of hischair. Hunching his shouldersto indicate secrecy, he pulled Thanakar to the window
and pointed into the mass of men around the bonfire. “Thereheis,” he said, lowering hisvoice
conspiratorialy, though the man wasthirty feet away.

“Which one?’

“That one.” A man stood away from the others. He wore the purple rosette of a child abuser on his
uniform’slapel. His eyebrowsjoined over hisnose.

Since the day that he had killed the bishop’ sliaison, on the plain below St. Serpentine’ s, Doctor
Thanakar had found it difficult to hate. He had felt no remorse. But it was asif the action of striking
something foul had cracked the cavity in him where his hate was stored, and it had drained away. All his
life he had hated s0 passionatdly, tenderly, articulately. All other feelings had been muffled and chaoticin
comparison. Without hate, he had been left with an empty fedling, an anaesthesiafor which he had been



grateful in away, for it had helped him to tolerate the desth of friends. Now, watching the degenerate
captain standing near the bonfire, warming his hands, he was resensitized. The man had a protruding
lower lip. He would be essy to hate. And suddenly Thanakar was conscious of anew, pervasive, dmost
physicd pain, likethe pain of blood returning to adeeping limb. Abu the Inebriate, he thought. He looked
down a Charity Starbridge’ s last |etter. Goodbye, he thought.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” he said.

The monk looked away, twisting hisfaceinto ascowl. “Don’'t mention it,” he muttered. “We ve got to
gtick together, the old families. There re not many of usleft.”

“I wish | could repay you.”

“I need men,” said the monk, eyeing Thanakar’ sleg. “ Demiurge has fifteen hundred soldiers at the
temple. He meansto burn her. | wish him luck. She has powers he’ s never seen. Even o, if it comesto

fighting...”
Thanakar frowned. “Have you written to the colond 7’
“Aspe? What for? He' d be glad to see her burn.”

“No. She. . . means something to him. Just the way she looks. Some kind of symbol. Beauty in the heart
of ugliness.” Outsde the window, the pervert was picking hislip. It did down over rotten teeth.

People broke into the clocktower in Durbar Square to ring the stroke of midnight: ten crashing strokes,
and then apaean of joy. “Ten o' clock,” said the pervert. Like many of hiskind, he was an unimaginative
man and had not responded to questions or entresties, not to violence or the threat of violence, not to
scanda or the threat of scandal, but to the promise of afee. Thanakar had promised him eleven dollars
and put aspark into his sullen eye. Thanakar hated him for it. He had along thin face.

They stood on the steps of adismd building—haf shrine, haf |abor exchange— ooking out over the
crowd. The pervert had taken him into the city’ s stews, by rickshaw, until the ways got too thick, and
then on foot. Thanakar felt vital and self-confident, full of hope and hate. Hismood had changed in afew
hours, and around him, too, the mood had changed. The Streets till seethed with people, but it had
stopped raining, and in the atmosphere there was a current of joy that had been absent earlier. Only a
few people carried weapons or seemed inclined to need them. With the tolling of midnight and the Sart of
thefestiva, people had forgotten, not their differences, but at least their animosity. The bishop’s shops
were looted and burning aong the mgor thoroughfares, but to Thanakar that was a pleasant sight.

People had smiled to see him, reached out to touch him as he passed. Sustained by the example of the
new saint, he had not turned away. Women yelled and pointed from upstairs windows.

Abandoning the rickshaw, they had gone on deeper into the city’ smuddy heart. At midnight, in the
bishop’s market, a crowd had gathered among the boarded stdls. A man stood on abarrel, gesticulating
and shouting in alanguage so debased that Thanakar could only recognize one word in ten. Perhaps that
wasn't it, he thought guiltily. The man wasfar away from where they stood on the steps of the [abor
exchange, and his shouting was muddled in the noises of the crowd. Even so, thought Thanakar, Abu
would have had no trouble understanding.

“What ishe saying?’ he asked. And again, “What is he saying?’ The pervert had turned avay down the
steps, muttering something inaudible. “Wait,” said Thanakar. “1 want to watch.”

The square waslit with torches and uneven fires from gutted buildings. The sSky burned orange, asif
traces il lingered from a maignant sunset. But as the shouting stopped and the people grew so till that



Thanakar fancied he could hear them bresthe, anew kind of light spread out humbly from among them.
Men and women produced lumps of candles from undernegth their ragged clothes. Asthey lit them, one
from another, tentacles of light seemed to reach down the dark aleyways, and the center of the square
seemed to burn up bright, the torches and the bonfires overwhelmed in a gentle golden radiance. There
was no wind. People stood without talking, amost without moving. The candle flames burned straight
and gentle, and then there was a dight commoation in the middle of the crowd as women unwrapped
baskets of birds, red and white doves. They held them up and coaxed them into the air; having spent so
long in blinded baskets, they seemed unwilling to go, and when they finaly rose one by oneinto the dark,
it waswith no grest rustling or flapping, but they went gently. Thanakar watched them, his heart full of a
kind of happiness. Men pulled a banner to the top of aflagpole—the sun in splendor, gold silk on white.
There was not abregth of air. The flag seemed to grasp the flagpole like aflaccid hand until the birds,
curling up around it, fanned it with their wings, uncoiled it dightly on their living wind. Thanakar caught a
glimpse of thedesign.

“They're celebrating the new saint,” said the pervert. “ Adventist pigs” He stood picking hislips. Then he
walked away without another word, down the concrete steps, handsin his pockets, and Thanakar had to
run to catch him. It was difficult. Hisleg was hurting him. He had worked it mercilesdy for days, and now
his kneecap had dried out. The joint worked mechanically, without strength, and made a strange clicking
noise. Hurrying down the steps, he dmost fell. “Wait!” he commanded, but the shadow in front of him
flickered up the street. Enraged, he hurried on, his kneecap clattering.

He paused to rest under the facade of abroken building. The sky burned redder here. The dleyway ran
uphill to Beggar' s Medicine; ahead, the pervert stopped under a streetlamp and leaned against the pole.

For amost an hour the man mocked him, far ahead, out of sight, hurrying onward when Thanakar hurried
to catch up, stopping when he stopped, exhausted. The streets were echoing and empty, and sometimes
Thanakar would recognize the same configurations and realize that the man had led himin acircle, but
gtill the doctor kept on, muttering imprecations and promising cold murder. In the end, the pervert waited
for him under arow of houses, and hisface, as Thanakar limped up, was so empty that the doctor found
himsdlf doubting any motivein him but supidity. He sat down on the gutterstone to find his breath. The
pervert leaned againgt awall. He chewed gum and threw the wrapper into the mud.

Therewaslife here. Men sold food from whedled stalls under acluster of acetylene lamps: messes of
noodles and artificia cabbage, cakes of edible plastic developed by the bishop’s council. In avacant lot,
people lived under tarpaulins or in huts made of burlap and corrugated iron. People sat on plywood laid
over the mud. Their bones showed, and they shivered in thewarm air. Near Thanakar, some crippled
women begged, their faces wrapped in white gauze. But most took no notice of him. Instead, they stared
at the pervert with dull intengity, asif they were trying to remember why they found him interesting. He
was an important man here with hisblack uniform, his cracked lips.

Across the road, another celebration had started. A barrel of gin had been broached in front of a
dilapidated tavern, while the barkeep ladled out smoking dollops into cardboard cups under a
red-and-white painted sign of doves copulating, their beaks twisted into leers. “ Come, gentlemen,” he
cdled. “1t' sfreetonight, in honor of the festival. Free tonight, whileit lasts.” On the corner under the
lamp, aman vomited into the guitter.

“That’ snot avery good advertisement,” remarked Thanakar.

“He snot atrue devotee,” laughed the barman. “Now the saint, the saint could have drunk down this
whole cask and till walked home. He once drank down abottlein this very house and never even
stopped for breath. If that’snot amiracle, | don't know what is. Thesefolks,” he gestured with hisladle
down the road. “Weak stcomachs. Can’t blame’em.”



Thanakar got up and limped across the road. He reached his hand out for a cup. The barman poured him
ahuge portion, and with streaming eyes and burning tongue, he drank it down, in honor of the prince. He
felt pollution coursing through his blood, and motioning to the barman to fill the cup again, he drank again

to Abu the Undefiled. Dignity isthe least important thing, he thought, drunkenness hitting him like adap.

“Wel done, sr,” said the barman. “I can tell you' re agentleman. What' s your name?’
“Thanakar Starbridge.”
The barman cocked an eye. “My cousin,” said Thanakar, responding to the unasked question.

“Wdl then, God blessyou, Sr,” said the man, winking facetioudy. “ Pretty soon we'll have dl the nobs
down here. Y ou're not with him, areyou?’ he asked, gesturing towards where the pervert stood picking
hislipsuntil they bled.

“Not in the sense you mean.”
“Stay away from him, gr. HE sastinker.”

“He'sascumbag,” agreed Thanakar companionably. But at that moment, asif to demondirate their
connection, the pervert took off again, and Thanakar put down his cup and followed. The pervert paused
at the head of the street and climbed the steps of a house there. Thanakar climbed after him, his knegpan
raitling.

It wasarichly furnished house, of ill repute and bad smdls, the kind the nose ingtinctively connectswith
vice. And even though Thanakar could identify only cigarettes and perfume as he stepped into the hall,
the smell seemed to combine with the velvet upholstery and flowered carpets and unlock a host of dark
associations as akey might unlock an armoire full of secrets. Furniture that € sewhere might have been
congdered sumptuous, here seemed tainted. Such elegancein such a place seemed to stink of softness
and corruption, and brutal empty lives, and consciences so tender that they needed cosseting. Gilt
chanddiers hung from high ceilings, blazing with light. There were no shadows anywhere. In aparlor off
the halway the pervert sat a easein an armchair of carved wood and fat upholstery. In other parlors,
poisonous well-dressed men talked in low voices or sipped pale wine.

A gong sounded asthe street door closed, and awoman came into the halway, awineglassin her hand.
She was plump and pretty, with adress that 1apped the carpet—an ol d-fashioned style and an autumn
color that contrasted wistfully with the spring green walls. Thanakar took afew steps forward and he saw
aquick gy look disturb her features, like an olive dropped into a cocktail, or a pebble dropped into a
pool. Hislimp had gotten much worse that day. In the woman’s pretty face, he saw aquestion quickly
asked and quickly answered, and afterwards her face resumed its placid surface. She smiled.

“Sweet to seeyou, dearie, | indst,” she said, in the accents and locutions of a previous generation. But
the warmth of her welcome wasinterrupted by the pervert, who came to stand beside her. He whispered
in her ear, and Thanakar could see a pebble of surprise dropped in before her face re-formed. She
smiled again, but as she broke away from the pervert and came towards him Thanakar could see her
hesitate, unsure of how to greet him or whether to offer him aglass of wine. They can’t be used to
Starbridge customers, he thought.

Thewoman curtsied and reached her hand out for the doctor’ sraincoat. “We are honored,” she
murmured, making the gestures of respect. “Youwill find us. . . very clean.”

Behind her, the pervert sneered. “He s not interested in that. Not this one. He wantsto see her.” And to
Thanakar, “ She' savailablefor half an hour or an hour. Though | usualy take four,” he added with akind



of hitterness.

“Hush, no need for that,” said the woman. “No need for that, | ingst. I'm sure hislordship will be. . .”
She broke off, smiling.

Nauseated suddenly by the smdll of perfume and cigarettes, Thanakar turned away. He wiped his mouth
aong the back of his hand and inhaed the odors of his own skin, liberated by the moisture. “I won't be
long,” he said. “Be prepared to let me take her away. | am arich man,” he said, moving hislip dong his
thumb towards the tattoo of the key which opened al doors. “Whereis she?’

The pervert’s mouth gaped open. “ Tricked, by God—hypocrite! Eleven dollars, my God,” he snarled,
grabbing Thanakar by the forearm. “ Starbridge scum, you can’t take her away from me.”

Instantly masked bouncers materidized on either Sde of him, asif conjured from the air. They pulled his
hand away and forced hisarm behind hisback. “I’m avery rich man,” repesated Thanakar mercilesdly,
drunkenly.

The pervert burst into hoarse weeping, though no tears came. “Tricked!” he cried. “By God, if | had
known, | never would have led you here. Not for eleven hundred dollars.” His voice rose into a scream
asthe bouncers behind him tightened their grip. It shut off like water from afaucet as one of them twisted
hiswrist. And in the sudden silence, women appeared out of the various doors of the roomsthat lined the
halway. “Mrs. Silkskin,” said Thanakar’ s hostess to one of them. “Could you fetch the little priestess?
Pack her clothes”

“Shecan't walk,” said the woman doubtfully.

“Fetch her, dearie; | ingst,” repeated the hostess. “Marco will help you.” Sheturned back to the doctor.
“Please, my lord, let me take you somewhere where we can talk. Would you like aglass of wine?1 can
open anew bottle.”

“No,” said Thanakar, smelling the back of hishand. “Where is she? W€ |l sttle the money later. | want
toseeher . . . theway you have her.”

“Hypocritel” cried the pervert. “ Starbridge pederast! Liar! By God the end is coming for your kind.
Your arsand graces. I'll liveto seeyou . . .” Hisvoicerose high, and again it was shut off.

“Whereisshe?’ asked Thanakar.

His hostess made a smal gesture with her eyes, and Mrs. Silkskin stepped forward. “ Come with me,
gr,” she sad, curtseying.

The hallway wasfull of appraisng eyes. Passing them, climbing the twisting stairs, Thanakar cursed his
limp, therattlein hisknee. His guide kept her face averted and went dowly. A kindhearted woman, he
thought gratefully. Shewaited for him at the landings. And at the top of the stairwell, they passed through
adoorway and through velvet curtainsinto asmal room furnished like ashrine. The eternd blue flame
burned across the surface of abowl of water on an dtar and in the sanctuary a statue of Beloved
Angkhdt reclined on alow dais, histongue hanging out of hislong jaw, two hands clasped around the
base of his phdlus. With another hand he supported himsdlf upright, and his fourth arm stretched out in
front of him. He held a curious symbol baanced on his pam, a high-arched model of awoman’ sfoot, cut
off at the ankle. Around him, the walls were painted with |ascivious scenes. Ornate letters gleamed in the
mosaic of the floor, a persistent mistrandation of the Song of Angkhdt: “My love, | kisstheinsde of your
foot. More tender than any flower, riper than any fruit isthe flesh there.” In certain southern diaects, old
wordsfor fruit and awoman’s sex were spelled the same,



Jenny lay in an acove, supported on silk pillows. Her small body was washed and perfumed, and

dressed in theimmodest fashion of southern priestesses. It left her chest and shoulders bare. Her hair was
piled high on top of her head and fastened with acomb of sandalwood. She wore carved bracelets of the
same materia, and her face was painted, the mark on her face painted away. Her lipsand eyelidswere a
shining green. And her feet were bound together at the ankles, and tied cruelly so that her naked insteps
pressed together, the space between them acruel parody of awoman’s sex. She didn't raise her head
when Thanakar stepped towards her, or recognize him when he knelt down.

He could see the skin had dready started to grow together on her hedl's, and along the balls of her fedt.
Hetook his penknife out to dice the ropes apart, and Jenny looked at it with eyes so full of sadness that
he paused. Mrs. Silkskin stood behind him. “Doesn’t she have any decent clothes?” he asked.

“No sr. Most peoplelike her asis.”

“Then bring me ablanket. Something to wrap her in. Have a covered rickshaw waiting at the door.” He
reached into his pocket and took out afat purse. “Give thisto your mistress,” he said. “ Silver and
gold—sh€e |l haveto use gloves”

At dawn, soldiers had attacked the Temple of Kindness and Repair, seeking to free the bishop. By
evening they had broken through into the outer courts. Lord Chrism sat on his veranda under a cool wet
sky, talking to his disciple while seminarians played gongs and xylophones behind awooden screen. This
musi ¢ was the softest and most soothing of the fourteen permissible types of sound. It contained asmple
melody, and Lord Chrism had asked that the drums be muted, so that he could hear ayoung nun sing the
vague and soporific story of theworld' s cregtion. She had alovely voice, and the distant sound of
gunshots and explosions seemed to mix with it and find its way among the deep-bellied gongs and
cymbals like another instrument. Lord Chrism sipped a glass of wine. Undernegath his robes, goblinsand
cherubs yawned and dumbered, invisible and forgotten.

“I have amemory of Paradise,” hewas saying. “ A very faint one. The prophetstell usthat the sun shines
0 brightly there, objects have no shape and bodies no form. Permit me to doubt it. | am blind, and
objects have no shapefor me. So | know that it is not there that evil resides. That is not the difference
between Paradise and Earth. Blind as1 am, | can still see color most precisely. My old master told me
Paradisewould be.. . . what? Wewould float asif in aseaof color.” Helaughed, adry rustlein his
throat. “ Permit me to doubt it. Hewas completdy blind in thelast years of hislife, asif helived a the
bottom of awell. Completdy blind. I think men build the frame of heaven out of what they never had, but
they furnish it with memories of what they’ ve lost. According to the prophets, it’' s aplace of perfect
freedom.” Again Lord Chrism laughed hisfeathery laugh. “I am an old man. Y et even so, when | consult
my heart and not my head, | picture scenes of endless. . . procreation there. In exquisite detail. More so
now, in fact. | remember when | lost my manhood. | never used to think of such things. | wasan idedist.
| didn’t even know what | had sacrificed.”

Behind the screen, the world' s prehistory pursued its gentle course, soft brass bells describing the
formation of the stratosphere. The old man sipped hiswine and squinted out into the waning afternoon.
He looked towards the Mountain of Redemption, itsimpossible bulk wreathed in clouds. “ These days
you hardly ever seethelights of the cathedrd,” he complained. “They’re dways hidden in the clouds.
Every night | look for them.” He Sighed. “ Perhapsit’ sfalen down.”

“It' saquedtion of faith,” muttered the disciple.

“Don’'t befatuous. Faith doesn’t enter into it. Either it hasor it hasn't. It'slike everything else” Theold
man paused, and when he spoke again it wasin asofter tone. “I told you | had lost my idedlism. It's
strange, because today | will perform the only idealistic action of my life. A paradox. No, because



idedigts are incapable of action. It takesan old man.” He leaned forward. “1 tell you | will burn her! |
will. When | perceive the singer hasto raise her voice to cover up the sound of gunfire. Because | used to
think with al my heart, and now . . .” Hetouched his skinny forehead with hisfingers. “Now | know that
if thereispurity in Paradise, it ismaintained by fire.”

On the table beside him lay some old books and diagrams. “L ook at this,” he continued, picking up a
yellowed sheet. “In my grandfather’ stime, a scientist estimated the surface temperature of risen Paradise
at 978 degrees. And this.” He pulled out a photograph of asmall bright planet passing over adark larger
one. “It is heresy even to think of these things, but look. This was taken through the telescope at Mt.
Despane. Look. It isaphotograph of Paradise in orbit around Planet Seven. That’ s the next planet to
capture it when we have thrown it off. Look at this enlargement of the surface. Burning gas. What must it
belike, I wonder, for our poor soulsin such afurnace? Do you understand now when | say that salvation
isachemica process? What can it possibly mean, except that evil must be purged with fire?”

Hisvoice had risen excitedly. But then he camed himself and rubbed the ridge above hiseye. “When |
chose her for my bishop,” he said, softly and sadly, “it was because | could imagine nothing purer,
nothing more innocent than ayoung girl. The Crystal Spark, | called her. Was| afool?1 tell you, at the
beginning | wasfull of faith.”

The music behind them had progressed into adescription of the first protozoa, exquisitely articulated on
the hammer dulcimer. Lord Chrism took one of hisbooksinto hishands. “Look at this” he said,
caressing the binding. “Calf’ s skin. Two yearsold. For along time, | was afraid to touch it. Thiswriter
lived before the days of cameras and telescopes. Y et he observed certain phasesin the coloring of
Paradise, and he concluded that the seasons must change there with incredible rapidity—two hundred,
three hundred timesin asingle lifetime. He writesthat al the differences between Paradise and Earth sem
from thisfact. What would it be like, he asks, if winter didn’t last more than a hundred days? What
would it be like if the church had no obligation to control men’s labor? People could bresthe free. They
don’t understand. If welet go our grip, every winter they would starve. Every spring.”

“They're garving now.”

“More of them would starve. They would have starved months ago. Have you read the accounts from
heathen times, when men farmed their own land? It sterrifying. Think—why should aman store up food
for hard times he' Il never live to see? Not one man lived out of ahundred. People complain now. What
was the difference then between rich and poor?’

Lord Chrism opened up the book and lifted it to within an inch of hisblind eyes. Heread for amoment in
slence, and then he put it down. “In Paradise,” he said, “ men share the same experiences. Grandfather,
father, son, there must be such harmony. But here, awinter mother has perhaps one child. What can she
have in common with her granddaughter who has thirty or more? What does aman have in common with
hisfather?. .. What wasthat?’

A bomb had exploded, not far away. Lord Chrism got dowly to hisfeet and walked out to the edge of
the balcony. The sky was amost dark. Clouds of smoke reeled over the rooftops. The old man sniffed
theair. “It smelslike gunpowder,” he said. “Comein.”

A captain of the purge was standing hesitating in the doorway. He was holding the feet of a dead
hawk—the bird stretched snowy white dmost to thefloor. “Sir,” he said. “ A message from Father
Orison, with the army. Aspe has moved histent. He' s not ten miles from the city walls”

“Thank you, Captain. What' sthefighting like outsde?’

“Ferce, dr. We' re holding them at Saver’ s Gate.”



“Thank you. Is everything prepared?’
“Yes, gr.”
“Thenlet usgart.” Lord Chrism lifted hishand up to hisdisciple. “Will you help me downdairs?’

Men were dready waiting for them in the Courtyard of the Sun and Stars. Soldiers had built a pyramid of
wood. And on marble bleachers dl around, the council of the Inner Ear sat in their richest clothes. The
oldest, deadest ones had been propped up on golden cushions along the higher seats, their headdresses
dipping from their naked skulls. Farther down, the priests were mountainous, gorgeousin their scarlet
robes, the gadight shining on their fat. Seminarians and nuns sat cross-legged on the tilestones, with
scared, shaved faces and shaved heads.

Through the fingers of the council writhed their telepathic cord. It hummed and crackled, and asthe
bishop made her appearance it seemed to glow, aribbon of light snaking between the segts. Therewasa
clamor of voices. At thefour corners of the pyre, soldiers held torches.

The bishop stood surrounded by parsons at the end of along colonnade of soldiers, and Lord Chrism
met her there and offered her hisarm. Bombs and fireworks burst above them in the darkening sky, and
by their intermittent light she gppeared pae, dressed in her smplest white shift, her black curlstangled
around her shoulders, her beauty undisturbed.

“Y ou have been found guilty of an imperfection, my child,” said Lord Chrism gently. “A chemica
impurity.”

She nodded, and with dow ceremonid steps, in rhythm to the drumbeats of a hidden orchestra, they
made their way down towardsthe pyre. In hismost spidery voice, Chrism recited the invocation for the
dead, and in their solemn progress, they stopped from time to time to receive offerings and blessings from
the priests, and sprinklings of holy vinegar, and invitations to parties up in Paradise. But before they had
progressed halfway, the council’ s ribbon seemed to glow even brighter, because achange could be
perceived in the bishop’ s gait and she seemed to move hunched over, her hands hanging to her knees.
Her hair seemed to changeits color, and spread over her face, and mix into her clothes, until, by the time
she had twisted out of Chrism’s grasp and scampered away, she had become awhite-maned monkey. In
the open space before the pyre, she turned and squatted on her haunches, spitting, and grinning, and
stuffing bits of garbage from the tilesinto the pouches of her mouth. Lord Chrism spoke an order, and
soldiersformed around her in acircle, but before they could come close, she selected one and legpt a
him, transforming in mid-legp into awhitetiger. She bore the soldier down and mauled his face between
her paws, miraculoudy, when sheleft him, he jumped up unhurt. It was agame. The soldiers clustered
around her, trying to grab hold, and she sank benesth their fingersinto anest of white cobras, dozens of
them spreading out along thetiles. Their bites made the soldierslaugh, and in alittle while some were
regling drunkenly, intoxicated by her venom, while the others scrambled over the stones, until the cobras
stopped their writhing and melted into awhite foam like scum aong abeach, and some floated up into
the air. The soldiers clapped their hands, and some of the seminarians, too, came forward to joinin the
fun, ignoring the hoarse impreceations of their teachers. And then the foam seemed to gather into aball,
and while the soldiers stood gaping, it soun itsalf into a spider, awhite stag, acloud of butterflies, and a
crocodile, itswhite fur dick with ail, lashing its prehensile tail. No metamorphosislasted longer than it
took the eyeto grasp it, and each one seemed larger than thelast, until it formed into asnake again, a
white python of enormous bulk. It coiled and towered above their heads, its mouth dripping milky
venom. Laughing, the seminarians and nunsran to drink it up; they sat in pools of it and splashed, while
the snake wove and coiled above them. And then, twisting around them in acircle, it coiled down
towards the pyre and disappeared among the logs.



Instantly Lord Chrism’s voice was heard commanding torchesto belaid on. Instantly thefire legpt up, for
the latticework of logs had been soaked in gasoline and aromatic oil. At its apex rose awooden stake.
The bishop was to have met desth there, tied to it with silken cords. Now she twisted around it in the
shape of apython, illuminated by the legping flames. But then she disgppeared, and the stake itsdlf
seemed to grow, to flower and take root, roots cregping downward through the burning logs. The stake
bloated, and grew bark, and swelled into amighty tree, itslimbs stretching out over the multitude, arching
into acanopy of leaves asif it were midsummer. No one there had seen atree before, not in full flower,
and they stared up at it, enchanted.

The boy could see down into the courtyard through the bars of her cell. He sat at the window while his
cat played with shadows underfoot. And when he saw the fire burning in the lower branches of thetree,
he smiled. “It'swonderful,” he said. “ Can you make oranges grow among the leaves?’

“It' sachestnut tree,” answered the bishop. She stepped from the dark behind him and looked down.
Neverthdess, in an ingtant the boughs were heavy with strange fruits. The boy clapped his hands.

“And can you put asongbird on the topmost branch?’ he asked. Instantly abird darted down from the
sky into thefoliage. It had long red feathersand asilver voice. “A firebird,” the boy exclamed. “Canyou
make her wings burst into flame?’

“That would be crud.
“Why? It snot ared bird.”
“No?How sweet it Sngs.”

The cdl wasin ahigh tower. Above, the sky shone with magnesium and grenades. “My secretary isa
fool,” said the bishop. “The city burns down every year. Tonight herisks afire herefor thefirst time. |
wish he had more sense. There are more treasures here than | can carry.” She had prepared knapsacks
for their journey, full of warm clothing and dry food. In the bottom of one, wrapped in abundle of old
manuscripts, reposed the jewd-encrusted skull of Angkhat.

“|t doesn't matter. Let it burn.”

“Not to you. Thiswas my home.” She stood looking for amoment over the rooftops towardsthelight in
the bishop’ stower, and then she stooped over the knapsacks. “1 have brought us fruit from my garden,
and thefirgt hibiscuses. We' re going along way.”

Behind them, the cell door swung open, dowly, quietly. “Lord Chrism thinks I’ m dead,” said the bishop.
“He hasreleased the lock. Come with me.”

They passed through the doorway and up the sairsto the roof. At the second landing of the second stair,
the way leveled out for fifty feet dong arow of cells. The bishop paused. “ These have been locked all
winter,” shesaid. “Itistimefor them to open.” She moved down the line of heavy padlocks, and under
her fingersthe sted pulled away like taffy. The doors groaned open, and from afarther landing, they
turned to watch the prisoners escape, dark spirits, some of them, half smoke and half shadow, smelling of
gunpowder and sulphur. Some had hooves and curling horns, and dark heavy faces. They thundered up
the stairsin clouds of roaring wind, crushing the travelers againgt the wall. Others seemed milder; they
staggered from their cells out into the corridor, blinking feebly in the light, and their flesh was soft and
pink, their faces blobby and unformed. Some were old, their withered arms covered in tattoos, and they
carried quadrants, and astrol abes, and tel escopes, and perfect spheres, and machinesin perpetual
motion, and precious equations on chak dates. And some were beautiful, radiant, aureoles glowing
around their heads. They smiled shyly at each other, unsure after so long. They made stylized gestures of



recognition with hands that were mostly air, while their wings stirred up fragrances of musk and attar of
lavender.

The bishop laughed to see them and clapped her hands. “ Old friends,” she cried. “Old friends.” And as
they drifted up the stairwell they paused to greet her, joining their fourth fingersto their thumbsin careful
dlipses and fluttering their wings. “ They are the spirits of the changing world,” said the bishop to her
companion. “New freedoms, new idesas. It'stime,” she said. And when the last had disappeared, she
stooped to pick up her knapsack. “Come,” she said, and sprinted upward, not pausing, up and up until
the stairwell gave out on the rooftops and asmall cloister, ashrineto St. Basilon Far-Fetched, patron of
travelers. Sheran lightly along the balustrade, out into the open air, while the boy followed. The image of
the saint hung down over vertiginous heights, and she sat down besideit, swinging her legs over the edge.
Far below her, some of the outer courtyards of the temple were dready in flames, and others were full of
gunfire and struggling soldiers. But for an ingtant the mist had cleared, and she could see the lights of the
city in the distance, and the silhouette of the dark mountain, and above it aspiderweb of lights. Only for
aningtant. They flickered out one by one as the clouds regrouped, and then it started to rain, a sugar
storm, hard and sudden, the phosphorescent drops bursting like sparks along thetiles.

The bishop jumped back into the shelter of the shrine and tried to scrape the rain out of her hair. The boy
put hisarms around her from behind, but she pulled free, and Ieft the roof, and climbed afind flight of
gtairs up into the sanctum of the shrine, where the saint had lived. It was abarren, hive-shaped chamber,
without windows or furniture, and the floor was covered with coarse sand. In the middle stood the
sarcophagus of the saint, aheavy box of rotting sone. Once it had been intricately carved with scenes
from distant countries, but in that room some secret force had sanded down their shapesto aimost
nothing, and some cancerous wind had gnawed at the stone features of the saint as he sat straddling his
tomb, his arms outstretched, his hands eaten away. Sand dunes had blown around the statue’ slegs. A
single candle burned on the coffin lid.

The bishop sat down on the ground, and there she prepared the first meal of their journey, asif they had
aready traveled miles. Shelaid out everything that was too bulky to carry far: fruits, and spiced
vegetables, and abottle of wine. They sat and ate without aword, already sharing the peculiar silence of
travelers, taking their medl asif Stting on the platform of adeserted station late a night. And when they
had finished, they sat without speaking, and the bishop’ s head nodded forward asif she were adeep. The
boy sat staring at the candle flame, fingering his cat.

Thisanimal wasthe first to sense the change. The candle flame, which had grown up straight and tall,
seemed to tremble in anew current of air. The cat leapt out of the boy’ slap, and yawned and stretched
its back. The bishop raised her head. At thelimit of her hearing she perceived asmall rushing sound, like
wind in the back of acave or atrain passing through adistant tunnel. The cat seemed not to notice. She
licked her paws. But the current which disturbed the candle flame had gotten stronger, and it made their
shadows flicker on the wals, though they sat without moving. The candle blew out, and the dark shut
around them like amouth, but intime it was asif their eyes had grown accustomed to it, for above them
they could see the silhouette of the stone sarcophagus against some lighter color in the vault. Thewind
gtirred the sand around them and fanned their faces, and it was dry and cool, and smelled of foreign
languages, and sagebrush, and the salt sea. Above their heads, the stars came out, and for them it wasa
sght out of the recesses of memory, for not since the first phases of spring had they seen starsin the night
sky. More miraculous than that, the finger of amoon rose above somefar hills, thefirgt timein their lives,
and it touched the forehead of the battered saint, and it shone on abroad sandy valley doping downin
front of them, and in the distance glowed the lights of some small town.

The boy looked up at the moon, and then he turned away. “ There,” he said, pointing down the dope,
where an anima wasrooting in the dark.



The bishop reached out and put her fingers round hiswrist. “ Seh,” she said. “How warm it is. It must be
summertime.”

Mrs. Cassmer had locked the demon into the princess s bedroom, but she couldn’t claim to fed much
safer. She held conversations with hersdlf to keep her spirits up and stopped her ears with cotton to
block out the incessant music. From timeto time shetook small spsfrom ajug of whiskey, labeled
“medicinal purposesonly” in her neat hand. And to occupy hersdlf, she cleaned the house from top to
bottom, in preparation for its burning down. The fire had spread to the streets around the palaces, and
even though their sone walls had withstood many springs, “ Y ou can't be too careful,” she said to hersdlf,
sedling the spare washcloths in ashestos bags. “ Y ou can’t indeed,” she said, on her hands and knees
scrubbing the floor. * Angkhdt created work to be the consolation of the poor. Otherwise they’ d have
nothing to do. Y ou can’t blame the gentry for being so strange, blesstheir hearts. Not with the life they
lead. Nothing but fancy clothes, and idleness, and horrible desths on top of it. It'sno wonder they’re
lugubrious. Y ou can’'t blame them for what goes on. No, but | don’t condoneiit, either,” she said
severdly, shaking her finger at the bedroom door. “Back from the dead! Who ever heard of such athing?
She ought to be ashamed. Asfor the other one, tattooless trash, even for ademon. Doesn’t belongina
decent home. | can’t imagine what the mistress seesin him, al that music from the pit of hell. Some might
cdl itvulgar.”

There was more to do when the doctor came home. The elevator man had run away during the night, so
when Thanakar came home in the morning, he carried Jenny Pentecost upstairs, wrapped in blankets. His
knee was creaking like ameta hinge, and he could hardly bend it. “It’ slike when you were achild,” said
Mrs. Cassimer. “Y ou would go out without your crutches, and you would play kickball with the others,
and then you' d come home limping like acrimind, just so the mistresswould see. Well, she' s past caring
now. What' sin the bundle? Another nasty surprise, I'm sure. Beloved Angkhdt preserve us, it' saive!
Oh, gr, you'redoing it on purpose.”

“Thisis Jenny Pentecost,” said the doctor weerily. “ She needs abath.”

“And achange of clothes. What agetup! Where did you get this one, the circus? If | might be permitted
to ask.”

“Please, Mrs. Cassimer, just do it. I’ ve had along night.”

“I suppose you have. Out dl night, and then you stroll inwith this. . . with this. . . | don’t know what to
cdl her. If shewasalittle older, I'd know exactly. Little srumpet!”

“| suppose you' re the only one who' s had along night. I’ ve done the work of ten around here. Not that |
get any thanks. I'd like abath mysdlf.”

The doctor tried to lower Jenny into an armchair, but she wouldn’t let go her hands from around his
neck. “Don’'t make me go with her,” she whispered. They were the first words that she had spoken.

Mrs. Cassmer was cleaning the cotton out of her ears, and she heard them. In an ingtant, her anger
subsided into tears. “Oh, gr,” she sniffed. “Y ou left me adone. Y ou said you wouldn't.”

“| was arrested.”
“Hmph. Easy to say. I’ ve heard that one before.”

The doctor disengaged Jenny’ sfingers from around his neck and sat down on the arm of the chair.
“How’smy mother?” he asked.



“A lot better than she has any businessbeing, if you want my opinion,” retorted the housekeeper. “And
that music dl night long, it’senough to drive you crazy. Y ou can hear it now.”

But she relented when Jenny was adeep, curled up on the sofawith her thumb in her mouth. “ She'sjust a
child,” she said. The doctor took off her headdress and bandaged her feet, and together they sponged
away some of her makeup and perfume, and found a flannel nightgown for her. Then the doctor tended
to himsdlf, injecting ail into his knee to soothe the joint. He wrapped it in abandage of hot silk. “The
elevator man hasrun away,” he remarked.

“Some people have no pride,” said Mrs. Cassimer.
“What will you do?’

She shrugged. “| took an oath to serve your family. | wish | hadn’t, but it’ stoo late now, asthe parson
said when he chopped his mother’ s head off by mistake.”

“It will mean going away. I'm afugitive”

“Don’'t giveyoursdf airs. It'safine placefor afugitive, your own armchair.” Shefrowned. “Most people
go away thistime of year,” she said. “ The whole placeis burning down.”

Mrs. Cassmer had locked the bedroom door and sedled it with Signs and incantations written in chalk.
“You spelled it wrong,” said Thanakar. “ That wouldn't have stopped acat.” Hewas Sitting over a
cooker in the bedroom, preparing ahypodermic full of heroin. His mother stretched out her handsfor it.

“Thank you, Thanakar,” shewhispered. “| wasfeding sotired.”

She aso had had a busy night. She had butchered the policeman’ s corpse, draining off hisblood into
vases and flowerbowils, filling the washstand with his entrails. She had toasted strips of meat over the
grate, at the end of along skewer. Now she shot the needle and sat back on the floor next to the bed,
her hands over her face.

The antinomia squatted in acorner, hisfluteto hislips. Though he till moved hisfingers aong the glass,
hewas't blowing into it anymore, just breathing quietly, so that the music had subsided into light, papery
noises. He seemed adleep.

“I'mleaving the city,” said Thanakar. “Will you come with me?’

“No,” answered the princess. Her eyes went through their dow rotation, the colors mixing and purifying
in her colorlessface. “I never liked crowds. | like them lessthan ever now.” She looked over at the
prince, where he lay under his shroud. “I have someoneto avenge,” she whispered. She had not asked
Thanakar to try to wake hisfather, seeming to realize what amonster she’ d become. “I’'m tired dl the
time,” she complained. “It’ sthe change of diet.” She smiled mournfully and showed her stained teeth.
“The passports are in the cabinet, and money too. There' saletter of credit. Y ou can draw your sdary at
any Starbridge bank—that is, if things haven't changed too much.”

“Things have changed. Have you |ooked outsde?’
She shook her head. “1 can’t stand the daylight.”
“It' sraning.”

“I can't stand it.” The curtainswere al drawn. “When | was adeep,” shewhispered, “I could remember
things so clearly. It was like amemory of Paradise—I used to liein the cold darkness, and | could see



the world hang suspended above me out of reach. And it wasfull of parties, and champagne, and

dances, and men in shining uniforms, and servants bowing to the floor, likewhen | wasagirl. The
bishop’'spdacedl lit up, and the platters piled high with winter fruit, and the dancers skimming over the
floor like birds. Then we used to ride home through the snow, and my father used to take the horses from
the coachman just to scare us, because he used to drive them so fast, so reckless, the deigh skidding and
rattling until Mamacried out. And Jessand | Stting nestled in our furs, laughing and crying, and yelling,
‘Hold on tight!” It'snot like that anymore.”

“Not much.”

“When | was young, we lived outside the walls, but the house collgpsed when the snow melted. Do you
remember, Thanakar? | was married from that house, and your father rode the most enormous stallion.
Everybody said he was so handsome, and | was so proud because I’ d been in suspense for weeks: Was
hetal? Was hetoo hairy? I’ d seen aportrait, but they alwayslie. And then when | saw him | was so
relieved, but alittle shy, too, because | wondered what he must be thinking. | suppose | was a pretty girl,
but nothing exceptiond, only my complexion was very good, Mamaused to say.” The princessran her
hand over her cheek. “1"ve broken every mirror in thisroom,” she whispered, looking around.

“Everything changes”

“Hewas very kind. So very kind. Only | took so long to be pregnant, and the doctor said | could only
have just one, the weather was s0 bad. That was the eighteenth phase of winter. | must have carried you
athousand days. And | was hedlthy. My grandmother had had forty-one, and even my mother had had
ten. That' swhy it wasterriblewhenyou . . .”

“Yes” sad Thanakar. “ It must have been ashock.”

“And after that your father changed. Oh, he was always so polite. So formal. He never raised his hand
againg me. Only, | think he had met some other women somewhere. | can’t think where.”

“Hewasacrud man.”

Sheturned on him. “Don’t say that! Y ou have no right to say that. Y ou of al people. Cripple!” She spat
the word out, asif it had been a sharp piece of stonein her mouth, hurting her tongue the whole time she
was talking, and she was happy to berid of it. She paused and sat back. “It seemed natura to blame you
for hischange of heart,” she said softly, leaning back against the headboard. “What mother could do
otherwise?’

“Itwasalong timeago,” said Thanakar.

“Yes,” sheagreed, after apause. One of the policeman’ s shoulderslay near her. She examined lines of
red under her fingernails. “1t' s hard to imagine such things ever seemed important. Will you take the
motorcar?’

“Theboat, | think. Theroads arejammed. Il head for Caladon,” he said. * Along the shore. They must
need doctorsthere.”

Thanakar stood up. He took avia of white powder from his breast pocket. “Let me show you how to fix
it yoursdf,” hesaid. “ And there sfood in the refrigerator,” he said doubtfully, looking at the remains of
the policeman.

“It doesn’t matter. I’ [l come with you for the first part. The passage underground. | know away up to the
temple. Y ou understand. Vengeance sustains me. It will be my meat and drink. Y our father and | were



fooled out of our lives by lying priests. Thereis onewho'll wish he murdered us outright. Demiurge!
Tonight I'll touch your spleen.” She accompanied this peculiar threat with apeculiar canniba gesture,
gnawing at thetips of her bunched fingers.

Asif woken by the name of vengeance, the antinomid raised his head and opened his eyes. They shone
like piecesof blueice. “Aspe,” he said. He breathed some notesinto hisflute, and then, unwinding the
white scarf from around his neck, he wiped the instrument with it, caressing it gently, and breathing onit,
and rubbing away the mark of fingerprints. From his belt he drew awooden case. “He has arrived,” he
sad, and then he paused, frowning down at the instrument in hislap. “Biter Aspe,” he said, and then it
was asif he had changed his mind, because he made alittle sorrowful noise between hislips, and then he
took the flute by itstwo ends and brokeit in the middle like astick, the glass splintering in his hands.

“Lunatics,” thought Thanakar, but it got worse. The man prepared himsdlf for battle asif for awedding.
He stripped off his hospita clothes and stood naked in the middle of the floor, soaping hisbody and his
hair while the princess eyed him thoughtfully. She commanded hot water to be brought for himin abasin.
And Mrs. Cassmer fetched towels as far asthe threshold, sobbing, hiding her face, holding her nose, and
laid out awhite shirt and some white trousers, which had been abandoned by the tallest servant. They fit.
The antinomia wasasmall man for hisrace. Thanakar thought he must be half barbarian a least. His
fantasy of vengeance had endaved him. And there was something ceremonid in the way he dressed
himsalf, the way he painted hislips, hiseydids, and hisearswith blood from abucket and drew aline of
blood around his jaw. He poured hot water into asilver basin and shaved his head with the prince's
razor. And he painted tattoos on his empty pams, strange patterns of violence and good luck. Thanakar
wondered where he had |learned them.

The white scarf was histalisman. He used it to polish the blade of a hatchet, and then he knotted it
around his neck. At noontime he put on his sunglasses, and stepped out onto the ba cony, and stood
garing towards the north gate, humming to himsalf. Thanakar went away to turn in his housekeysto the
porter, and when he came back, the man was gone. “And thank God for that,” said Mrs. Cassmer,
ganding in the hdlway. “ Goodbye and amen.”

Far beneath the Starbridge palaces, a system of catacombs and canals spread out undernesth the city.
They were kept open even in springtime by ancient duices and locks, and by arace of keepers still more
ancient, till bound to their work by iron oaths long after so many servants had fled avay. Even so, the
tunnels and canalswere rarely used. In winter, they were convenient when the streets were blocked with
snow. Then families of Starbridges would keep great ceremonia barges and dedswith silver runners, and
the long vaults were hung with chanddiers. Then too the crypts were dwayslit, for there was dwaysa
party down there somewhere, people gathering together for their return to Paradise, celébrating the end
of their earthly duties. In winter, there were many funerds. By spring, whole wings of the pal ace stood
empty; whole families had gone extinct. Perhgps athird of it was occupied, and underground, the
chanddliers had long burned out. Y et till thisrace of boatmen kept to itswork through flood and fire.
And when the seasons changed, and the city grew up again, and the palaces whimpered with new life,
returning princes and their progeny would find the system il intact.

No child of mine, thought Thanakar, haf bitter, haf relieved. He stood in the dark on Starbridge Keys,
far below theleve of the street, watching the boatman pole his shalow craft towards them out of the
tunnd’ s mouth. Lanterns hung above the prow and stern, and threw troubled yellow circles on the black
water. The light shone dubioudy on the boatman’ s back—he was a bent, gaunt figure, unchanged since
Thanakar’ s youth. His head protruded down below the level of his shoulders at the end of hislong neck,
and it swung dowly like a pendulum as he peered to theright and to the | €ft.

Mrs. Cassmer was muttering and complaining. “ Shut up, fool,” whispered the princess.



“I don't care, malam. I’ll say it again. It'sacrimeto leave him there. He wants to be put into the vaullt,
like hisfather. Hewon't thank you for just leaving him, when you see him again. Hewants afunerd like
hisfather.”

“Oldfool,” breathed the princess.  Prince Thanakar isdying. Hewill diein hisown bed, and | will never
see him anymore. Asto where he dies, it makes no difference. Old fool, thereisno life but this one: the
onethat Chrism stole from him and me. But | will be avenged.”

“I don’'t carewho saysit, but that’s atheism, ma'am,” retorted the housekeeper. “Now | know you've
been to hell and back. | don’t blame you. But it’s colored your way of thinking, ma am, if you don’'t mind
me saying 0.”

The princess gave her a contemptuous ook and leapt from the pier into the boat asit drew up, most
upsetting it. The boatman jammed his poleinto thewall and looked at her from under heavy eyebrows.
She was an impressive sight, standing taut against the bowstem in arich black robe, her long black hair,
her lips painted black, an onyx ring in her left nostril tanding out againgt the bloodless palor of her
cheek. Yéelow lamplight soured her white skin, polluted the brilliance of her changing eyes, but even so
shewasimpressive.

Thanakar stepped into the belly of the boat. Mrs. Cassmer handed in the girl and then got in hersdlf,
losing her balance and sitting down abruptly in the bilge. Thanakar sat also, but his mother stood upright
in the bow, grasping the lantern pole. The boatman pushed off. He gave no word, no signal of greeting,
or gesture of recognition, even though his race had been serving Thanakar’ sfor dl of history, ever since
Angkhdt gave the world to certain families.

The princess watched the lights diminish aong the key and the darkness resolve around the circles of
their lanterns. “I’'m not sorry to leave,” she whispered.

“Nor I,” said Thanakar.

They passed into the tunnel’ s stony throat, and the last lights disappeared. “ Y our father had greet plans
for you,” whispered the princess. “He was astrong man. At onetime he dmost forced atruce on Argon
Starbridge. The Inner Ear rejected it. War has dways served their purpose. Continual bloodshed keeps
uswesk. Otherwise we could not tolerate aman like Demiurge. Y our father hated him. Y our father had
great plans. He could have made you bishop. The army loved him. At that time the parsons were till
working on your tattoos, and the central pandl of your right hand was il blank. Y our father had written
to the emperor for permission to have you consecrated, and Demiurge was afraid. He decided to destroy
you, to make you an example.”

“Mother—I bdieveit was an accident.”

“It was not. | saw him throw you down. Chrism Demiurge has aring with a poisoned barb. Once he cuts
you with it, you never hedl. Y our bonesrebel againg your flesh. | didn’t find it until later—thetiniest
puncture under your kneecap.”

“That does't sound possible.”
“Quiet! What do you know about it? It broke your father’ s heart. He had great ambitions.”

Thanakar laughed. “It' sjust aswell theway itis,” he said. “Lord Chrism had the bishop burned last
night.”

“Y es. He burns them when they get too old. For along time he has ruled through children.”



For awhilethey glided in silence through the still water, surrounded by hints of stonework in the dark
and, from timeto time, the carved entrances to other tunndls. Or at times the tunnel they werein would
widen out, though the cand aways maintained its width. Stone platforms would appear on either side,
and small bridges arched overhead, barely clearing the tops of their lantern poles. They passed through
underground temples, long disused, and Starbridge family shrines. Occasiondly they would passa
kerosene taper Hill dight, burning among rows of tombs.

“Hedrank alot,” whispered the princess. “ And when they offered him the choice of dying young, he
took it. The weather was so dreadful, you remember. It was agreat honor. | urged him to do it. In those
days| was very devout. A married woman'slifeis so constrained.

“Do you remember, Thanakar? Y ou were just home from school . It was the seventh of November, in the
third phase of spring. Two young parsons came to the house, to put the needlesin our arms and pump
theichor through our veins. Right away | knew it was alie, assoon as| lay back. They had told uswhat
to expect. Dreamswithin dreams, they said. But | could fed the cold in every part of me. It wasalie.
Paradise! For fifty mortd monthsit waslike lying at the bottom of this stream, watching the lights passing
back and forth aong the surface—perfectly conscious, Thanakar. Submerged in theicy dark with nothing
but distorted memories to keep me sane. Isit any wonder that I’ ve changed?’

It was no wonder. But Thanakar wasn't listening. They were entering another section of the catacombs,
rising through a sequence of shalow locks kept by uncles and cousins of their boatman—old men, silent
and misshapen, peering down at them with lanternsin their hands. Thelight glinted on the machinery, and
once they passed a scaffold and two men working on awall of brazen cogwheds, replacing the belts.
They stopped to peer down at the boat for an instant, and then bent back to their work again.

Therewas more light in these upper regions, closer to the street. 1t seeped down through the ventilator
ducts. And the water was more turbid here because it was mixing with flood waters from the street. In
some placesthe walls glowed as the water did down from the holesin the vault, and the sugar spread out
on the surface of the stream like phosphorescent oil. The air smelled of smoke. Other people, too, had
found their way down from above, escaping fire or water. They sat shivering among the tombs.

So far theway wasfamiliar to Thanakar. Eventualy they would rise above the surface of the streetsinto
the open air, to where a system of agueducts would lead them to a Starbridge boathouse built on stilts
above theriverbanks, out of reach of the flood. Therelarger boats—river craft and ocean-going
launches—hung from dings below the floor. Most of these would aready be gone. But Thanakar’ sfamily
still kept aboat there, adeek narrow racer, uselessin any storm.

But the boatman turned aside, down unfamiliar passages. It grew dark again, and the vaults were so low
that they had to ungtep the lanterns. “He follows my directions,” whispered the princess. “My way lies
through the deepest crypts.” Her voice was swallowed by the sound of water being sucked away, for
they had entered an ancient lock that plunged them down into the city’ s [abyrinthine bowels, degper than
Thanakar had ever been. And when at last the duice gates opened up to let them through, the air seemed
hot and rich and wet, and they were in amaze of tunnels overgrown with vegetation. Curtains of white
tendrils hung down from the ceilings and brushed their faces as they passed, while the water was
overgrown with algae, and lotus pads, and strange blanched lilies. Sometimes a pale fin would bresk the
water, and far behind they could hear something splash and cry. Mrs. Cassimer sat speechlessin the
bottom of the boat, whilein her lap, wide-eyed Jenny sucked her thumb.

They left the flowers behind and drifted out into clear water, an underground lake. Along the verges,
candlesflickered; they marked the circle of avast chamber and a shore of stonework holding the water
inaring, lined with lumpish shapes. The princess turned the wick up on her lantern and lifted it ashigh as
she could a the end of her pole, and by itslight they saw carved images hanging down over their heads



from the inside of the vault. The stone was covered with white moss, but even so Thanakar could
recognize the sgns of the zodiac, and in the center, free from overgrowth, primeva symbols of good and
evil, the black snake and the white horse, grappling eternally.

The boatman pulled up his pole, and they drifted on the still water. “Pagan kings,” whispered the
princess. Sheraised her lantern to give articulation to the shapes dong the verge: they were statues of
cold kings with pale faces, gesturing to them across the water. Some seemed asif they had been turned
to sonein the middle of talking, their poses were so lifelike, their faces so expressive. In the boat,
Thanakar fdt himsdf surrounded by aring of passons, vices, virtues, each one crying out to himina
Separate marble voice.

“Thisiswhere leave you,” whispered the princess. “From here a shaft runs straight up to the bishop's
crypt below the temple. Chrism Demiurge has aprivate dair. | know theway.” She stood proudly in the
boat’ s peaked bow. Her face was aswhite as stone, and it was asif her passions, too, had been
metamorphaosed into marble by the pressure of her long confinement. 1t was cut into every feature, the
malice that had become her animating principle now that her blood was gone.

“Beloved Angkhdt defend us,” said Mrs. Cassmer, and Thanakar turned back to the shore. It was
strange there should be lights down here, he thought, strange that the tombs should be so carefully
maintained when so much else was overgrown. And as he watched, aman came down and knelt by the
lakeside to prime an il beacon. And when the flare rose up above the lake and their poor lanterns were
overwhemed, Thanakar gasped, because they were floating in the middle of a crowd. Men and women
stood silently among the statues. They were naked except for breechcloths over their sex, and their faces
and their chests were painted white, their black hair stresked with white. Mrs. Cassmer knew what they
were. “Pagans,” she whispered, open-mouthed, and the princess nodded. And then Thanakar dso
recognized them, from engravings he had seen in books.

Herein the utmost bowels of the city, among her utmost bones, the last of old earth’ s pagans had found
sanctuary. They stood silent, asif at avigil, their faces cdm and ghostlike, staring a the intruders on the
lake.

The boatman unshipped his pole and made for shore. A stone pier ran out towards them, and at the end
of it stood an altar carved in the shape of ahorse's head. Its horns were gilded and garlanded with
flowers, and on its broad forehead was set an offering of strawberries, more precious than gold in that
gtarving time. Men gathered here, and severd of the oldest wore amber necklaces, the symbol of the
ancient cult of loving kindness, relicsfrom adistant blissful time, but whether the men who wore them had
actually been members of that noble brotherhood, or whether they had picked them up astaismans from
some place of execution, Thanakar couldn’t judge. How could they be old enough? Y et they were very
old, their brows placid, their eyes clear and kind. One snow-bearded patriarch came down to the

water’ s edge and reached his hands out in greeting. Thanakar wished he could have come there on some
better errand; there was such a difference between the old man’ s noble face and the princess's carved
meask, his smile of welcome and her hardened disdain. “ Old fool,” she snarled, and legpt the few
remaining feet onto the pier. He bowed low, and she ignored him, turning back to Thanakar to say,
“Good-bye. | won't thank you. We gave each other life, you and I, but I’ m not sure we meant it kindly.
We meant to settle an old debt.” She blew him a cold kiss, and the boatman pushed away with aflourish
of hispole. A gulf of black water stretched between mother and son, but he sat looking backward, and
she stood watching on the shore, alantern in her hand. The old men moved around her, bowing
gracioudly, but she stood motionless. Then, abruptly, she turned and pushed past them down the pier.
Thanakar saw her pause a the dtar, and take a strawberry and et it.

Six hundred feet above, the antinomia stood in the burning street. He put on his sunglasses. The buildings
were collgpsing on ether sde of him, and the heat was intolerable, but he was unwilling to move. At the



top of the street, across a square parade ground, rose the towers of the north gate, and the square was
aready full of Agpe ssoldiersdrawn up in rows, waiting for the colond. Restive in the smoke and
sparks, their horses pawed the cobblestones, and occasionally one would rear up onitshind legs,
spooked by an ember or afaling beam.

Towards four o’ clock, Aspe came through on his enormous horse, his head sunken on his breast.
Couriers had reached him during the night, bringing news of the bishop’ s execution. Since then he had
ridden like an old man, the reinslimp between his fingers, and from time to time he seemed to doze in the
saddle, his head jerking foolishly. As herode in through the gate he was awake, but only just. Hiseyes
were bloodshot, hisfacered, asif he had been drinking.

Heraised his head and looked around, seeming not to recognize where he was or the faces of the
officersaround him. He put his hand to hisface, to shield it from the hegt. “What are we doing here?’ he
complained. “Thisgreet’sonfire”

His adjutant was at his Side, immaculate and polished on aprancing mare. “Yes, gr,” he said.
“Neverthdess, we bdieveit isstill occupied by Chrism’ stroops.”

“What troops?’ grumbled the old man. “1 haven't heard ashot al day.”
“Yes, dr. Nevertheess, you see that man there. We believe him to be some kind of advance guard.”
“You'reanidiot,” grumbled Aspe. “ Soishe. What is he doing there? He must be burning up.”

“Yes, sir. Why don't you take alook?” The adjutant held out apair of field glasses, and Aspe reached
for them wearily. But as he stared through them down the burning street, his officers noticed that he sat
up straighter. His spine stiffened, and some of the old harshness came back into hisvoice. “Who isthat?’
he asked.

“He sinrange. Shall | ask a sharpshooter to bring him down?’

“No.” Aspe adjusted the focus until the antinomia stood smiling at himin the glasses’ eye. And ashe
watched, the man reached into his shirt and pulled out awhite handkerchief, and wiped hislipswith it.

“Go down and see what he wants,” said Aspe.

“Yes, dr.” The adjutant spurred his horse over the cobblestones. At the mouth of the street, the way was
blocked with flames. The horse shied, terrified, but he forced her head around and kept onward, the
animd resisting him at every step. Behind him in the square, Aspe was staring at the antinomid through
thefield glasses, hisvison suddenly obscured by the officer’ slurching back coming into focus halfway
down the burning street. Aspe could see his silver epaul ettes.

He lowered the glasses, and hawked a gob of spit up from histhroat, and leaned over to let it dribble on
his boot. But he straightened up in time to see his brother jump, and seize the adjutant by his polished
foot, and turn him out of the saddle so that he sprawled across the muddy stones. The horse pulled away,
but the antinomid ran after her and vaulted up onto her back. And even though she kicked and reared,
he kept his seat. He had lost his sunglasses, and Aspe could see hisicy eyes.

He camed the horse, though through the field glasses Aspe could see she fill trembled, and when aroof
caved in and filled the air with sparks, she started desperately. The antinomia reached down to stroke
her neck, and through the glasses Aspe could see hislips moving. Hewas singing to her. Shelifted up her
narrow beak, and he unstrapped her bridlie and her crue bit, and threw them down into the mud. Then
from his belt he took hisaxe, and raising it in both hands above his head, he gave ashout that Aspe could
hear even a that distance, and spurred the horse towards him up the flaming street, a bullet in the muzzle



of agun.

Aspe handed his glassesto the soldier at hisside, and as he did so he noticed for thefirst timethat, to his
right and to hisleft, sharpshooters had dismounted, assembling their rifles. For amoment he could fed the
temptations of inertiaand old age, and he wondered whether he should let the soldiers shoot his brother
down. But then he saw the man burst towards him over the parade ground out of the street’ sfiery throat,
and above theroaring of thefire he could hear sweet music, the sweet song of battle, which he had never
hoped to hear again. It touched hisbiter’ sheart, and filled it with snging, and filled hisbody and made a
whirlwind in his head, and swept away al davish thoughts and considerations. He sood up in his stirrups,
and his harsh voice echoed over the parade ground. He shouted to his soldiers: “Barbarian scum! Don't
touch him. Areyou deaf? It ismy brother.” And he rode out to greet him, hiswhip in hislive hand, his
sted hand tightened into asted claw.

Aspe shorse was the largest in the known universe, and the cobblestones cracked under its hooves. And
itsrider, too, was gigantic; he raised hiswhip and cut the beast in its tenderest flank, making it scream
with rage and flog the air with its vestigial wings. Together, horse and man towered over their atacker,
but the antinomial never spoke aword to check his gallop, nor alowed any note of doubt to creep into
his song. He shot like a projectile, athing with no will or consciousness of its own, an instrument of some
larger vengeance. In the middle of the square they came together in asmash of metal and aflurry of
wingbeats, and as the axe descended and the mare rushed past, Aspe caught her beak in the coils of his
whip. Standing in his stirrups, he wrenched her neck around, using her own impetus to splinter her beak
and snap her neckbone. She lurched and stumbled, throwing wide the stroke of the axe. It fell not on
Aspe but on hishorse, imbedding at the juncture of its neck and shoulder, and touched thelife of the
great beast. There was no time for another stroke. Asthe antinomid tried to wrench his axe out of the
horse' s neck, Aspe caught himin his claw, and held him and crushed him, the horses subsiding around
them asif deflating in agush of blood.

Aspe stepped free and stood among the wreckage of the horses, still holding his brother by the face. And
then he raised his head and shouted, and at first the circle of soldiers heard nothing but afuriousroar. But
again he shouted, screaming from his heart, using al the rage he knew, and thistime his cry was so harsh
and so articulate that even that circle of barbarians could see an image taking shape above him, high up in
theair, indigtinct at first. And then it burst out of the clouds asif out of awave, agreat sea monster made
of music, and every modulation of the colond’ svoice gave it new color and new form. Finsand atall it
had, but dso it seemed part lion and part bird, amixture of distorted terrors. Asperaised his sted fig.
Shouting aoud, he shook it in the indignant face of day.

The mongter stretched itstalons out over the city. And then it vanished, dashed to pieces on thewind, as
the colond’ ssinging died away. But Chrism Demiurge, slanding on hisbacony, till caught a glimpse of
theilluson. He saw it asablear of color in the Sky. He touched hiswristwatch as he left the balustrade,
though he knew it wanted hourstill sunset. Behind him in the marble courts, amusician stroked the hour.

“It seemslater thanitis” murmured the priest. “Ismy captain there?’

“Yes, gr,” said asoldier, coming forward, hisface blackened with powder and soot.

“You look tired, Captain. There' shot water on the table, and clean towes. What' s the news?’
“The enemy has reached the thirty-seventh gate, sir.”

“And Aspe?’

“Isingdethecity walls”



“Thank you, Captain. Then you may tell your soldiersto stand down. | see no need for further violence.
Aremy lords assembled?”’

“Yes, gr,” answered the soldier.

Lord Chrism turned to his disciple, who was standing in the doorway. “ Come forward, Corydon. Take
my messageto the Inner Ear. Tl them | think it would be wise to terminate our duties here. Tell them |
will meet them dl in Paradise. We will reassemblethere” He amiled. “Most of them won't find the
journey long or arduous. Mogt are halfway there dready.” He reached out his hand. “God blessyou,
Corydon.”

Hisdisciple kndlt to kiss hisring, and Chrism ran his fingers through the young man’ s hair, over his cheek.
“Don't let them kill you,” he murmured.

“No, gr. | have my excuses planned.”
“Good boy. Say you were enchanted.”
“That would be thetruth, Sir.”

“Bewitched, then. Say bewitched.” The old man’s smile wasfull of sadness. “ God bless you. Remember
to strive dwaysfor purity in thislife. Chemica purity. Remember that.”

Heturned aside into his own gpartments. He locked the door, and sedled it with amagic sedl, and drew
amagic circle on thefloor. Then he stepped into his bedroom and stood for awhile in front of the mirror.
Hisblind eyes could distinguish motion and color, but not form, and when with aweary sigh he undid the
buttons of his crimson chasuble and drew it off, in the mirror it was asif he had disappeared. Undernesth,
his clothing was amuted gray, blending in with the rest of the colorsin the room. He shook the garment,
and with a soft thump agoblin dropped to the floor. And when he bent to pick it up, it moved away,
easly evading hisblind groping. And then, one a atime, other spirits started to climb out of his clothes:
seraphim, and cherubim, and long-tongued demons. They clambered down hisarms and hung for awhile
by hisfingers beforethey let go, asif to say that asfar asthey were capable of love, they loved him.
Some licked hishands or gave his ankle a soft squeeze before they scuttled off. “Ah,” hesaid, in avoice
full of regret, “ Sip away from me, do you? Can’t you wait until the end?” And when the last onewas
gone and his skin was free from their pinching and their scratching for the first time since hewas ayoung
man, hefelt more aone than he had ever fet in alifetime of solitude and blindness. Y et he was not quite
aone. The Princess Thanakar sat on his bed hugging her knees, her cooker and her hypodermic on the
coverlet beside her, and when the priest turned towards her at last, she raised her head to look at him,
and her eyes changed from pink to red.

In the middle of the square, standing in the wreck of broken horses, Aspe shouted again. Above him, the
dragon spread its shining tail. For amoment, Thanakar saw it drifting in the wind, saw the sun glinting on
its scales as he dropped his boat out of the belly of the boathouse. Mrs. Cassimer hid her face; Jenny
pointed, and as the boat hung suspended from its dings, helooked up too, but only for amoment. Asthe
boat dropped to the water, he bent down to fill the engine from aflask of powder. And after that, he had
to guide them through the flooded streets, and through al the floating debris and the tops of houses and
the spires of sunken dhrines, and dl the complicated water till they found theriver. It wasn't until they had
almost reached the far shore, where the current ran deep and straight into the sea, that he looked back.

For haf amileaong theriver, the city was on fire. Ash fell like snow above acluster of dark
warehouses. There, on a promontory opposite the boat, flames had reached the roof of asmall building,
atemple or adocksde shrine. Thanakar watched it burning for amoment and then turned away
downstream, just as the steeple collapsed into the water and filled the air with sparks.



Thisends thefirst part of the Sarbridge Chronicles, which are continued in Part Two: Sugar Rain.
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