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 1098

 Back and back we go, searching for reasons; scrutinizingthe past in the hope that we'll turn up some
fragment of an explanation to help us better understand ourselves and ourcondition.

 For the psychologist, this quest is perhaps at root a pur?suit of primal pain. For the physicist, a sniffing
after evi?dence of the First Cause. For the theologian, of course, a hunt for God's fingermarks on
Creation.

 And for a storyteller—particularly for a fabulist, a writer of fantastiqueslike myself—it may very well be
a search forall three, motivated by the vague suspicion that they areinextricably linked.

 Imajicawas an attempt to weave these quests into a sin?gle narrative, folding my dilettante's grasp of this
trio ofdisciplines—psychology, physics, and theology—into an in-terdimensional adventure. The resulting
novel sprawls, no doubt of that. The book is simply too cumbersome and toodiverse in its concerns for
the tastes of some. For others, however, Imajica's absurd ambition is part of its appeal. These readers
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forgive the inelegance of the novel's struc?ture and allow that while it undoubtedly has its rocky roadsand
its cul-de-sacs, all in all the journey is worth the shoe-leather.

 For my publishers, however, a more practical problem became apparent when the book was prepared
for itspaperback edition. If the volume was not to be so thick thatit would drop off a bookstore shelf,
then the type had to be reduced to a size that several people, myself included,thought less than ideal.
When I received my author's copiesI was put in mind of a pocket-sized Bible my grandmother gave me
for my eighth birthday, the words set so densely that the verses swam before my then healthy eyes. It
was not—I will admit—an entirely unpleasant association,given that the roots of Imajica's strange
blossom lay in the
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 poetry of Ezekiel, Matthew, and Revelations, but I waswell aware, as were my editors, that the book
was not asreader-friendly as we all wished it was.

 From those early misgivings springs this new, two-vol?ume edition. Let me admit, in all honesty, that the
bookwas not conceived to be thus divided. The place we haveelected to split the story has no particular
significance. It is simply halfway through the text, or thereabouts: a spotwhere you can put down one
volume and—if the story hasworked its magic—pick up the next. Other than the largertype, and the
addition of these words of explanation, thenovel itself remains unaltered.

 Personally, I've never much cared about the details of one edition over another. While it's very
pleasurable toturn the pages of a beautifully bound book, immaculately printed on acid-free paper, the
words are what count. The first copy of Foe's short stories I ever read was a cheap,gaudily covered
paperback; my first Moby Dick the same. A Midsummer Night's Dream and The Duchess of Malfi
were first encountered in dog-eared school editions. It mat? tered not at all that these enchantments were
printed on coarse, stained paper. Their potency was undimmed. I hope the same will prove true for the
tale you now hold:that the form it comes in is finally irrelevant.

 With that matter addressed, might I delay you a littlelonger with a few thoughts about the story itself? At
sign- ings and conventions I am repeatedly asked a number ofquestions about the book, and this seems
as good a place as any to briefly answer them.

 Firstly, the question of pronunciation. Imajica is full ofinvented names and terms, some of which are
puzzlers: Yzorddorex, Patashoqua, Hapexamendios, and so forth. There is no absolute hard and fast rule
as to how these should trip, or stumble, off the tongue. After all, I comefrom a very small country where
you can hike over a mod?est range of hills and find that the people you encounter onthe far side use
language in a completely different way tothose whose company you left minutes before. There is noright
or wrong in this. Language isn't a fascist regime. It's

 IMAJICA                                                                                                                                       ix

 protean, and effortlessly defies all attempts to regulate or confine it. While it's true that I have my own
pronuncia?tions of the words I've turned in the book, even those un?dergo modifications when—as has
happened severaltimes—people I meet offer more interesting variations. Abook belongs at least as much
to its readers as to its author,so please find the way the words sound most inviting to youand take
pleasure in them.

 The other matter I'd like to address is my motivation forwriting the novel. Of course there is no simply
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encap?sulated answer to that question, but I will offer here whatclues I can. To begin with, I have an
abiding interest in thenotion of parallel dimensions, and the influence they may exercise over the lives we
live in this world. I don't doubtthat the reality we occupy is but one of many; that a lateralstep would
deliver us into a place quite other. Perhaps our lives are also going on in these other dimensions, changed
in vast or subtle ways. Or perhaps these other places will be unrecognizable to us: they'll be realms of
spirit, or wonder?lands, or hells. Perhaps all of the above. Imajica is an at?tempt to create a narrative
which explores thosepossibilities.

 It is also a book about Christ. People are constantly sur?prised that the figure of Jesus is of such
importance to me.They look at The Hellbound Heart or at some of the stories in The Books of Blood
and take me for a pagan who viewsChristianity as a pretty distraction from the business of suf?fering and
dying. There is some truth in this. I certainly findthe hypocritical cant and derisive dogmas of organized
reli?gion grotesque and oftentimes inhumane. Plainly the Vati?can, for instance, cares more for its own
authority than forthe planet and the flock that grazes upon it. But the my?thology that is still barely visible
beneath the centuries-oldencrustation of power plays and rituals—the story of Jesusthe crucified and
resurrected; the shaman healer whowalked on water and raised Lazarus—is as moving to me asany story
I have ever heard.

 I found Christ as I found Dionysus or Coyote, throughart. Blake showed him to me; so did Bellini and
Gerard
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 Manley Hopkins, and half a hundred others, each artist of?fering his or her own particular interpretation.
And from very early on I wanted to find a way to write about Jesusmyself; to fold his presence into a
story of my own inven?tion. It proved difficult. Most fantastique fiction has drawn inspiration from a
pre-Christian world, retrieving fromFaery, or Atlantis, or dreams of a Celtic twilight creatures that never
heard of Communion. There's nothing wrongwith that, of course, but it always left me wondering if these
authors weren't willfully denying their Christian roots out of frustration or disappointment. Having had no
religiouseducation, 1 harbored no such disappointment: I was drawn to the Christ figure as I was to Pan
or Shiva, because thestories and images enlightened and enriched me. Christ is,after all, the central figure
of Western mythology. I wanted to feel that my self-created pantheon could accomodate him, that my
inventions were not too brittle to bear theweight of his presence.

 I was further motivated by a desire to snatch this most complex and contradictory mystery from the
clammyhands of the men who have claimed it for their own in re? cent years, especially here in America.
The Falwells and the Robertsons, who, mouthing piety and sowing hatred,use the Bible to justify their
plots against our self-discov? ery. Jesus does not belong to them. And it pains me thatmany imaginative
people are so persuaded by these claims to possession that they turn their backs on the body ofWestern
mysticism instead of reclaiming Christ for them? selves. 1 said in an interview once (and meant it) that
thePope, or Falwell, or a thousand others, may announce that God talks to them, instructs them, shows
them the GrandPlan, but that the Creator talks to me just as loudly, just as cogently, through the images
and ideas He, She, or It hasseeded in my imagination.

 That said, I must tell you that the deeper I gotintowrit?ing Imajica, the more certain I became that
completing itwas beyond me. I have never come closer to giving up as Icame on this book, never
doubted more deeply my skills as a storyteller, was never more lost, never more afraid. But
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 nor was I ever more obsessed. I became so thoroughly im?mersed in the narrative that for a period of
several weekstoward the end of the final draft a kind of benign insanitysettled upon me. I woke from
dreams of the Dominionsonly to write about them until I crept back to bed to dreamthem again. My
ordinary life—what little I had—came toseem banal and featureless by contrast with what was
hap?pening to me—I should say Gentle, but I mean me—as wemade our journey toward revelation. It's
no accident that the book was finished as I prepared to leave England forAmerica. By the time I came to
write the final pages myhouse in Wimpole Street had been sold, its contents boxedup and sent on to Los
Angeles, so that all I had that I tookcomfort in had gone from around me. It was in some ways aperfect
way to finish the novel: like Gentle, I was embark?ing on another kind of life, and in so doing leaving the
country in which I had spent almost forty years. In a sense, Imajicabecame a compendium of locations I
had knownand felt strongly about: Highgate and Crouch End, where Ihad spent a decade or more,
writing plays, then short sto?ries, then Weaveworld; Central London, where I lived for alittle time in a
splendid Georgian house. There on the pageI put the summers of my childhood, and my fantasies of ar?
istocracy. I put my love of a peculiar English apocalyptic:the visions of Stanley Spencer and John Martin
and Wil?liam Blake, dreams of domestic resurrection and Christupon the doorstep some summer
morning. Gamut Street I placed in Clerkenwell, which has always seemed hauntedto me. The scenes with
the returned Gentle I set on theSouth Bank, where I had spent many blissful evenings. Inshort, the book
became my farewell to England.

 I do not discount the possibility that I will one day re?turn there, of course, but for now, in the smog and
sun ofLos Angeles, that world seems very remote. It's extraordi?nary how divided it can make you feel,
having beenbrought up in one country and coming to live in another.For a writer such as myself, who is
much concerned withjourneys into the strange, and the melancholia and joy ofsuch journeys, it's proved
an educative experience.
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 I offer these scraps of biography in the hope that theyilluminate the story that follows, and that some of
the feel?ings that brought me to this novel will be left with you whenit's finished. Christ and England have
not left my heart ofcourse—they never will—but writing about a subject worksan extraordinary magic. It
magnifies the passions that in?spired the story, and then—with the work finished—buriesthem, out of
sight and mind, so as to allow the writer to move on to another place. I still dream of England, nowand
then, and I last wrote of Jesus walking on Quiddity's waters in Everville, telling Tesla Bombeck that
"lives areleaves on the story-tree." But I will never again feel aboutthem as I did when I wrote Imajica.
Those particular forms and emotions have disappeared into the pages, to be redis?covered there by
somebody who wants to find them. If itpleases you to do so, make them your own.

 Clive BarkerLos Angeles, 1994

 -THE FIFTH DOMINION-

 IMAJICA I
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 it was the pivotal teachingof Pluthero Quexos, the mostcelebrated dramatist of the Second Dominion,
that in any fiction, no matter how ambitious its scope or profound itstheme, there was only ever room for
three players. Be?tween warring kings, a peacemaker; between adoringspouses, a seducer or a child.
Between twins, the spirit ofthe womb. Between lovers, Death. Greater numbers mightdrift through the
drama, of course—thousands in fact—but they could only ever be phantoms, agents, or, on rare occa?
sions, reflections of the three real and self-willed beingswho stood at the center. And even this essential
trio would not remain intact; or so he taught. It would steadily dimin?ish as the story unfolded, three
becoming two, two becom?ing one, until the stage was left deserted.

 Needless to say, this dogma did not go unchallenged.The writers of fables and comedies were
particularly vocif?erous in their scorn, reminding the worthy Quexos thatthey invariably ended their own
tales with a marriage and afeast. He was unrepentant. He dubbed them cheats andtold them they were
swindling their audiences out of whathe called the last great procession, when, after the wedding songs
had been sung and the dances danced, the characterstook their melancholy way off into darkness,
followingeach other into oblivion.

 It was a hard philosophy, but he claimed it was both im?mutable and universal, as true in the Fifth
Dominion,called Earth, as it was in the Second.

 And more significantly, as certain in life as it was in art.

 Being a man of contained emotion, Charlie Estabrook hadlittle patience with the theater. It was, in his
bluntly statedopinion, a waste of breath: indulgence, flummery, lies. But
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 had some student recited Quexos' First Law of Drama to him this cold November night he would have
noddedgrimly and said: Ail true, all true. It was his experience pre?cisely. Just as Quexos1Law required,
his story had begun with a trio: himself, John Furie Zacharias, and, between them, Judith. That
arrangement hadn't lasted very long. Within a few weeks of setting eyes on Judith he hadmanaged to
supersede Zacharias in her affections, and the three had dwindled to a blissful two. He and Judith had
married and lived happily for five years, until, for reasons he still didn't understand, their joy had
foundered, and thetwo had become one.

 He was that one, of course, and the night found him sit?ting in the back of a purring car being driven
around thefrosty streets of London in search of somebody to help himfinish the story. Not, perhaps, in a
fashion Quexos wouldhave approved of—the stage would not be left entirelyempty—but one which
would salve Estabrook's hurt.

 He wasn't alone in his search. He had the company of one half-trusted soul tonight: his driver, guide, and
pro?curer, the ambiguous Mr. Chant. But despite Chant'sshows of empathy, he was still just another
servant, contentto attend upon his master as long as he was promptly paid. He didn't understand the
profundity of Estabrook's pain;he was too chilly, too remote. Nor, for all the length of hisfamily history,
could Estabrook turn to his lineage for com? fort. Although he could trace his ancestors back to thereign
of James the First, he had not been able to find a sin?gle man on that tree of immoralities—even to the
bloodiestroot—who had caused, either by his hand or hiring, whathe, Estabrook, was out this midnight to
contrive: the mur?der of his wife.

 When he thought of her (when didn't he?) his mouthwas dry arid his palms were wet; he sighed; he
shook. Shewas in his mind's eye now, like a fugitive from some moreperfect place. Her skin was flawless
and always cool, alwayspale; her body was long, like her hair, like her fingers, like her laughter; and her

Page  6



eyes, oh, her eyes, had every seasonof leaf in them: the twin greens of spring and high summer,
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 the golds of autumn, and, in her rages, black midwinter rot.

 He was, by contrast, a plain man: well scrubbed but plain. He'd made his fortune selling baths, bidets
and toi?lets, which lent him little by way of mystique. So, when he'dfirst laid eyes on Judith—she'd been
sitting behind a deskat his accountant's office, her beauty all the more luminous for its drab setting—his
first thought was: I want this woman; his second: She won't want me. There was, how?ever, an instinct in
him when it came to Judith that he'dnever experienced with any other woman. Quite simply, he felt she
belonged to him, and that if he turned his wit to it,he could win her.

 His courtship had begun the day they'd met, with the first of many small tokens of affection delivered to
herdesk. But he sooned learned that such bribes and blandish? ments would not help his case. She
politely thanked him but told him they weren't welcome. He dutifully ceased to send presents and,
instead, began a systematic investiga?tion of her circumstances. There was precious little tolearn. She
lived simply, her small circle vaguely bohemian. But among that circle he discovered a man whose claim
upon her preceded his own, and to whom she was appar?ently devoted. That man was John Furie
Zacharias, knownuniversally as Gentle, and he had a reputation as a lover that would have driven
Estabrook from the field had thatstrange certainty not been upon him. He decided to be pa?tient and
await his moment. It would come.

 Meanwhile he watched his beloved from afar, conspir?ing to encounter her accidentally now and again,
and re?searching his antagonist's history. Again, there was little to learn. Zacharias was a minor painter,
when he wasn't livingoff his mistresses, and reputedly a dissolute. Of this Esta?brook had perfect proof
when, by chance, he met the fel?low. Gentle was as handsome as his legends suggested, butlooked,
Charlie thought, like a man just risen from a fever.There was something raw about him—his body
sweated to its essence, his face betraying a hunger behind its symme?try—that lent him a bedeviled look.

 Half a week after that encounter, Charlie had heard that
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 his beloved had parted from the man with great grief and was in need of tender care. He'd been quick to
supply it, and she'd come into the comfort of his devotion with anease that suggested his dreams of
possession had been wellfounded.

 His memories of that triumph had, of course, been soured by her departure, and now it was he who
wore the hungry, yearning look he'd first seen on Furie's face. It suited him less well than it had Zacharias.
His was not a head made for haunting. At fifty-six, he looked sixty ormore, his features as solid as
Gentle's were spare, as prag? matic as Gentle's were rarefied. His only concession tovanity was the
delicately curled mustache beneath his pa? trician nose, which concealed an upper lip he'd thought
dubiously ripe in his youth, leaving the lower to jut in lieuof a chin.

 Now, as he rode through the darkened streets, he caughtsight of that face in the window and perused it
ruefully. What a mockery he was! He blushed to think of howshamelessly he'd paraded himself when
he'd had Judith onhis arm; how he'd joked that she loved him for his cleanli?ness, and for his taste in
bidets. The same people who'd lis? tened to those jokes were laughing in earnest now, werecalling him
ridiculous. It was unbearable. The only way heknew to heal the pain of his humiliation was to punish her

Page  7



for the crime of leaving him.

 He rubbed the heel of his hand against the window andpeered out.

 "Where are we?" he asked Chant.

 "South of the river, sir."

 "Yes, but where?"

 "Streatham."

 Though he'd driven through this area many times—hehad a warehouse in the neighborhood—he
recognizednone of it. The city had never looked more foreign or moreunlovely.

 "What sex is London, do you suppose?" he mused.

 "I hadn't ever thought," Chant said.

 "It was a woman once," Estabrook went on. "One calls
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 a city she, yes? But it doesn't seem very feminine anymore.'1

 "She'll be a lady again in spring," Chant replied.

 "I don't think a few crocuses in Hyde Park are going tomake much difference," Estabrook said. "The
charm'sgone out of it." He sighed. "How far now?"

 "Maybe another mile."

 "Are you sure your man's going to be there?"

 "Of course."

 "You've done this a lot, have you? Been a go-between, Imean. What did you call it... a facilitator?"

 "Oh, yes," Chant said. "It's in my blood." That bloodwas not entirely English. Chant's skin and syntax
carriedtraces of the immigrant. But Estabrook had grown to trusthim a little, even so.

 "Aren't you curious about all of this?" he asked theman.

 "It's not my business, sir. You're paying for the service, and I provide it. If you wanted to tell me your
reasons—"

 "As it happens, I don't."

 "I understand. So it would be useless for me to be curi?ous, yes?"
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 That was neat enough, Estabrook thought. Not to want what couldn't be had no doubt took the sting
from things.He might need to learn the trick of that before he got toomuch older; before he wanted time
he couldn't have. Notthat he demanded much in the way of satisfactions. He'dnot been sexually insistent
with Judith, for instance. In?deed, he'd taken as much pleasure in the simple sight of her as he'd taken in
the act of love. The sight of her had pierced him, making her the enterer, had she but known it, and him
the entered. Perhaps she had known, on reflection. Perhapsshe'd fled from his passivity, from his ease
beneath thespike of her beauty. If so, he would undo her revulsion withtonight's business. Here, in the
hiring of the assassin, he would prove himself. And, dying, she would realize hererror. The thought
pleased him. He allowed himself a littlesmile, which vanished from his face when he felt the car
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 slowing and glimpsed, through the misted window, theplace the facilitator had brought him to.

 A wall of corrugated iron lay before them, its lengthdaubed with graffiti. Beyond it, visible through gaps
wherethe iron had been torn into ragged wings and beaten back,was a junkyard in which trailers were
parked. This was ap?parently their destination.

 "Are you out of your mind?" he said, leaning forward totake hold of Chant's shoulder. "We're not safe
here."

 "I promised you the best assassin in England, Mr. Esta-brook, and he's here. Trust me, he's here."

 Estabrook growled in fury and frustration. He'd ex?pected a clandestine rendezvous—curtained
windows,locked doors—not a gypsy encampment. This was alto?gether too public and too dangerous.
Would it not be theperfect irony to be murdered in the middle of an assigna?tion with an assassin?

 He leaned back against the creaking leather of his seatand said, "You've let me down."

 "I promise you this man is a most extraordinary individ?ual," Chant said. "Nobody in Europe comes
remotelyclose. I've worked with him before."

 "Would you care to name the victims?"

 Chant looked around at his employer and, in faintly ad?monishing tones, said, "I haven't presumed upon 
your pri?vacy, Mr. Estabrook. Please don't presume upon mine."

 Estabrook gave a chastened grunt.

 "Would you prefer we go back to Chelsea?" Chant wenton. "I can find somebody else for you. Not as
good, per?haps, but in more congenial surroundings."

 Chant's sarcasm wasn't lost on Estabrook, nor could heresist the recognition that this was not a game he
shouldhave entered if he'd hoped to stay lily-white. "No, no," hesaid. "We're here, and I may as well see
him. What's hisname?"

 "I only know him as Pie," Chant said.

 "Pie?Pie what?"

 "Just Pie."
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 Chant got out of the car and opened Estabrook's door.
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 Icy air swirled in, bearing a few flakes of sleet. Winter waseager this year. Pulling his coat collar up
around his napeand plunging his hands into the minty depths of his pock?ets, Estabrook followed his
guide through the nearest gapin the corrugated wall. The wind carried the tang of burn?ing timber from an
almost spent bonfire set among thetrailers: that, and the smell of rancid fat.

 "Keep close," Chant advised, "walk briskly, and don'tshow too much interest. These are very private
people."

 "What's your man doing here?" Estabrook demandedto know. "Is he on the run?"

 "You said you wanted somebody who couldn't be traced. 'Invisible' was the word you used. Pie's that
man. He's on no files of any kind. Not the police, not the Social Security. He's not even registered as
born."

 "I find that unlikely."

 "I specialize in the unlikely," Chant replied.

 Until this exchange the violent turn in Chant's eye hadnever unsettled Estabrook, but it did now,
preventing himas it did from meeting the other man's gaze directly. Thistale he was telling was surely a lie.
Who these days got toadulthood without appearing on a file somewhere? But thethought of meeting a
man who even believed himself un?documented intrigued Estabrook. He nodded Chant on,and together
they headed over the ill-lit and squalidground.

 There was debris dumped every side: the skeletal hulksof rusted vehicles; heaps of rotted household
refuse, thestench of which the cold could not subdue; innumerabledead bonfires. The presence of
trespassers had attractedsome attention. A dog with more breeds in its blood thanhairs on its back
foamed and yapped at them from the limit of its rope; the curtains of several trailers were drawn back by
shadowy witnesses; two girls in early adolescence, both with hair so long and blond they looked to have
been bap?tized in gold (unlikely beauty, in such a place) rose from beside the fire, one running as if to
alert guards, the otherwatching the newcomers with a smile somewhere betweenthe seraphic and the
cretinous.
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 "Don't stare," Chant reminded him as he hurried on,but Estabrook couldn't help himself.

 An albino with white dreadlocks had appeared from oneof the trailers with the blond girl in tow. Seeing
the stran?gers he let out a shout and headed towards them.

 Two more doors now opened, and others emerged fromtheir trailers, but Estabrook had no chance to
either seewho they were or whether they were armed because Chant again said, "Just walk, don't look.
We're heading for thecaravan with the sun painted on it. See it?"

 "I see it."
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 There were twenty yards still to cover. Dreadlocks wasdelivering a stream of orders now, most of them
incoherentbut surely intended to stop them in their tracks. Estabrookglanced across at Chant, who had
his gaze fixed on theirdestination and his teeth clenched. The sound of footstepsgrew louder behind them.
A blow on the head or a knife inthe ribs couldn't be far off.

 "We're not going to make it," Estabrook said.

 Within ten yards of the trailer—the albino at their shoul?ders—the door ahead opened, and a woman in
a dressinggown, with a baby in her arms, peered out. She was smalland looked so frail it was a wonder
she could hold the child, who began bawling as soon as the cold found it. The ache ofits complaint drove
their pursuers to action. Dreadlockstook hold of Estabrook's shoulder and stopped him dead.
Chant—wretched coward that he was—didn't slow his pace by a beat but strode on towards the trailer
as Estabrookwas swung around to face the albino. This was his perfect nightmare, to be facing scabby,
pockmarked men like these, who had nothing to lose if they gutted him on thespot. While Dreadlocks
held him hard, another man—goldincisors glinting—stepped in and pulled open Estabrook'scoat, then
reached in to empty his pockets with the speed ofan illusionist. This was not simply professionalism. They
wanted their business done before they were stopped.

 As the pickpocket's hand pulled out his victim's wallet, avoice came from the trailer behind Estabrook:
"Let theMister go. He's real."
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 Whatever the latter meant, the order was instantlyobeyed, but by that time the thief had whipped
Estabrook's wallet into his own pocket and had stepped back, handsraised to show them empty. Nor,
despite the fact that thespeaker—presumably Pie—was extending his protection tohis guest, did it seem
circumspect to try and reclaim thewallet. Estabrook retreated from the thieves, lighter in step and cash
but glad to be doing so at all.

 Turning, he saw Chant at the trailer door, which wasopen. The woman, the baby, and the speaker had
alreadygone back inside.

 'They didn't hurt you, did they?" Chant said.

 Estabrook glanced back over his shoulder at the thugs,who had gone to the fire, presumably to divide
the loot by its light. "No," he said. "But you'd better go and check the car, or they'll have it stripped."

 "First I'd like to introduce you—"

 "Just check the car," Estabrook said, taking some satis?faction in the thought of sending Chant back
across the no-man's-land between here and the perimeter. "I canintroduce myself."

 "As you like."

 Chant went off, and Estabrook climbed the steps into the trailer. A scent and a sound met him, both
sweet.Oranges had been peeled, and their dew was in the air. So was a lullaby, played on a guitar. The
player, a black man,sat in the farthest corner, in a shadowy place beside a sleep?ing child. The babe lay
to his other side, gurgling softly in asimple cot, its fat arms raised as if to pluck the music from the air with
its tiny hands. The woman was at a table at the other end of the vehicle, tidying away the orange peel.
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Thewhole interior was marked by the same fastidiousness shewas applying to this task, every surface
neat and polished.

 "You must be Pie," Estabrook said.

 "Please close the door," the guitar player said. Esta?brook did so. "And sit down. Theresa? Something
for thegentleman. You must be cold."

 The china cup of brandy set before him was like nectar.He downed it in two throatfuls, and Theresa
instantly re-
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 plenished it. He drank again with the same speed, only to ;have his cup furnished with a further draft. By
the time Piehad played both the children to sleep and rose to come and join his guest at the table, the
liquor had brought a pleasantbuzz to Estabrook's head.

 In his life Estabrook had known only two other black men by name. One was the manager of a tiling
manufac?turer in Swindon, the other a colleague of his brother's:neither of them men he'd wished to know
better. He was ofan age and class that still swilled the dregs of colonialism attwo in the morning, and the
fact this man had black bloodin him (and, he guessed, much else besides) counted as an? other mark
against Chant's judgment. And yet—perhaps it was the brandy—he found the fellow opposite him
in?triguing. Pie didn't have the face of an assassin. It wasn't dispassionate, but distressingly vulnerable;
even (though Estabrook would never have breathed this aloud) beauti?ful. Cheeks high, lips full, eyes
heavily lidded. His hair,mingled black and blond, fell in Italianate profusion, knot- \ ted ringlets to his
shoulders. He looked older than Esta?brook would have expected, given the age of his children.Perhaps
only thirty, but wearied by some excess or other, the burnished sepia of his skin barely concealing a
sickly iridescence, as though there were a mercurial taint in hiscells. It made him difficult to fix, especially
for eyes awashwith brandy, the merest motion of his head breaking subtle ;waves against his bones, their
spume draining back into his skin trailing colors Estabrook had never seen in fleshbefore.

 Theresa left them to their business and retired to sit be?side the cot. In part out of deference to the
sleepers and in part from his own unease at saying aloud what was on hismind, Estabrook spoke in
whispers.

 "Did Chant tell you why I'm here?"

 "Of course," said Pie. "You want somebody mur?dered." He pulled a pack of cigarettes from the breast
pocket of his denim shirt and offered one to Estabrook,who declined with a shake of his head. "That is
why you'rehere, isn't it?"
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 "Yes," Estabrook replied. "Only—"

 "You're looking at me and thinking I'm not the one todo it," Pie prompted. He put a cigarette to his lips.
"Behonest."

 "You're not exactly as I imagined," Estabrook replied.
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 "So, this is good," Pie said, applying a light to the ciga?rette. "If I had been what you'd imagined, I'd look
like anassassin, and you'd say I was too obvious."

 "Maybe."

 "If you don't want to hire me, that's fine. I'm sure Chantcan find you somebody else. If you do want to
hire me, thenyou'd better tell me what you need."

 Estabrook watched the smoke drift up over the assas?sin's gray eyes, and before he could prevent
himself he was telling his story, the rules he'd drawn for this exchange for?gotten. Instead of questioning
the man closely, concealinghis own biography so that the other would have as littlehold on him as
possible, he spilled the tragedy in every un?flattering detail. Several times he almost stopped himself,but it
felt so good to be unburdened that he let his tonguedefy his better judgment. Not once did the other man
inter?rupt the litany, and it was only when a rapping on the door,announcing Chant's return, interrupted
the flow that Esta?brook remembered there was anyone else alive in theworld tonight besides himself and
his confessor. And bythat time the tale was told.

 Pie opened the door but didn't let Chant in. "We'll wan?der over to the car when we've finished," he told
the driver."We won't be long." Then he closed the door again andreturned to the table. "Something more
to drink?" heasked.

 Estabrook declined, but accepted a cigarette as theytalked on, Pie requesting details of Judith's
whereaboutsand movements, Estabrook supplying the answers in amonotone. Finally, the issue of
payment. Ten thousandpounds, to be paid in two halves, the first upon agreement of the contract, the
second after its completion.

 "Chant has the money," Estabrook said.
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 "Shall we walk, then?" Pie said.

 Before they left the trailer, Estabrook looked into thecot. "You have beautiful children," he said when
they were out in the cold.

 "They're not mine," Pie replied. "Their father died ayear ago this Christmas."

 "Tragic," Estabrook said.

 "It was quick," Pie said, glancing across at Estabrookand confirming in his glance the suspicion that he
was the orphan maker. "Are you quite certain you want this woman dead?" Pie said. "Doubt's bad in a
business likethis. If there's any part of you that hesitates—"

 "There's none," Estabrook said. "I came here to find aman to kill my wife. You're that man."

 "You still love her, don't you?" Pie said, once they wereout and walking.

 "Of course I love her," Estabrook said. "That's why Iwant her dead."

 "There's no Resurrection, Mr. Estabrook. Not for you,at least."
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 "It's not me who's dying," he said.

 "I think it is," came the reply. They were at the fire, nowuntended. "A man kills the thing he loves, and he
must die a little himself. That's plain, yes?"

 "If I die, I die," was Estabrook's response. "As long asshe goes first. I'd like it done as quickly as
possible."

 "You said she's in New York. Do you want me to followher there?"

 "Are you familiar with the city?"

 "Yes."

 "Then do it there and do it soon. I'll have Chant supplyextra funds to cover the flight. And that's that. We
shan'tsee each other again."

 Chant was waiting at the perimeter and fished the enve?lope containing the payment from his inside
pocket. Pie ac?cepted it without question or thanks, then shookEstabrook's hand and left the trespassers
to return to thesafety of their car. As he settled into the comfort of the
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 leather seat, Estabrook realized the palm he'd pressed against Pie's was trembling. He knitted its fingers
with those of his other hand, and there they remained, white-knuckled, for the length of the journey
home.

 
                                                                                                                                                             
                                                         2

  

 Dothis for the women of the world,read the note JohnFurie Zacharias held. Slit your lying throat.

 Beside the note, lying on the bare boards, Vanessa andher cohorts (she had two brothers; it was
probably theywho'd come with her to empty the house) had left a neatpile of broken glass, in case he
was sufficiently moved byher entreaty to end his life there and then. He stared at thenote in something of
a stupor, reading it over and over,looking—vainly, of course—for some small consolation init. Beneath
the tick and scrawl that made her name, thepaper was lightly wrinkled. Had tears fallen there whileshe'd
written her goodbye, he wondered? Small comfort ifthey had, and a smaller likelihood still. Vanessa was
notone for crying. Nor could he imagine a woman with theleast ambiguity of feeling so comprehensively
stripping himof possessions. True, neither the mews house nor any stickof furniture in it had been his by
law, but they had chosenmany of the items together—she relying upon his artist'seye, he upon her money
to purchase whatever his gaze ad?mired. Now it was all gone, to the last Persian rug and Decolamp. The
home they'd made together, and enjoyed for ayear and two months, was stripped bare. And so indeed
was he: to the nerve, to the bone. He had nothing.

 It wasn't calamitous. Vanessa hadn't been the firstwoman to indulge his taste in handmade shirts and silk
waistcoats, nor would she be the last. But she was the firstin recent memory—for Gentle the past had a

Page  14



way of evapo?rating after about ten years—who had conspired to removeeverything from him in the
space of half a day. His errorwas plain enough. He'd woken that morning, lying besideVanessa with a
hard-on she'd wanted him to pleasure her
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 with, and had stupidly refused her, knowing he had a liai?son with Marline that afternoon. How she'd
discoveredwhere he was unloading his balls was academic. She had, and that was that. He'd stepped out
of the house at noon, believing the woman he'd left was devoted to him, andcome home five hours later
to find the house as it was now.He could be sentimental at the strangest times. As now,for instance,
wandering through the empty rooms, collect?ing up the belongings she had felt obliged to leave for him:
his address book, the clothes he'd bought with his ownmoney as opposed to hers, his spare spectacles,
his ciga? rettes. He hadn't loved Vanessa, but he had enjoyed the fourteen months they'd spent together
here. She'd left afew more pieces of trash on the dining room floor, remind?ers of that time: a cluster of
keys they'd never found doorsto fit, instruction documents for a blender he'd burned outmaking midnight
margaritas, a plastic bottle of massage oil.All in all, a pitiful collection, but he wasn't so self-deceivingas to
believe their relationship had been much more than a sum of those parts. The question was—now that it
wasover—where was he to go and what was he to do? Martinewas a middle-aged married woman, her
husband a bankerwho spent three days of every week in Luxembourg, leav?ing her time to philander.
She professed love for Gentle atintervals, but not with sufficient consistency to make him think he could
prize her from her husband, even if hewanted to, which he was by no means certain he did. He'dknown
her eight months—met her, in fact, at a dinner partyhosted by Vanessa's elder brother, William—and
they hadonly argued once, but it had been a telling exchange. She'daccused him of always looking at
other women; looking,looking, as though for the next conquest. Perhaps becausehe didn't care for her
too much, he'd replied honestly andtold her she was right. He was stupid for her sex. Sickened in their
absence, blissful in their company: love's fool. She'd replied that while his obsession might be healthier
than her husband's—which was money and its manipula? tion—his behavior was still neurotic. Why this
endlesshunt? she'd asked him. He'd answered with some folderol
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 about seeking the ideal woman, but he'd known the trutheven as he was spinning her this tosh, and it was
a bitter thing. Too bitter, in fact, to be put on his tongue. In es?sence, it came down to this: he felt
meaningless, empty, al?most invisible unless one or more of her sex were doting onhim. Yes, he knew his
face was finely made, his foreheadbroad, his gaze haunting, his lips sculpted so that even asneer looked
fetching on them, but he needed a living mir?ror to tell him so. More, he lived in hope that one such mir?
ror would find something behind his looks only anotherpair of eyes could see: some undiscovered self
that wouldfree him from being Gentle.

 As always when he felt deserted, he went to see Chester Klein, patron of the arts by diverse hands, a
man whoclaimed to have been excised by fretful lawyers from morebiographies than any other man since
Byron. He lived in Notting Hill Gate, in a house he'd bought cheaply in thelate fifties, which he now
seldom left, touched as he was by agoraphobia or, as he preferred it, "a perfectly rationalfear of anyone I
can't blackmail."

 From this small dukedom he managed to prosper, em?ployed as he was in a business which required a
few choice contacts, a nose for the changing taste of his market, and an ability to conceal his pleasure at
his achievements. In short,he dealt in fakes, and it was this latter quality he was mostdeficient in. There
were those among his small circle of in?timates who said it would be his undoing, but they or their
predecessors had been prophesying the same for three decades, and Klein had outprospered every one
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of them.The luminaries he'd entertained over the decades—the de?fecting dancers and minor spies, the
addicted debutantes,the rock stars with messianic leanings, the bishops whomade idols of barrow
boys—they'd all had their momentsof glory, then fallen. But Klein went on to tell the tale. And when, on
occasion, his name did creep into a scandal sheetor a confessional biography, he was invariably painted
asthe patron saint of lost souls.

 It wasn't only the knowledge that, being such a soul,
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 Gentle would be welcomed at the Klein residence, that took him there. He'd never known a time when
Klein didn't need money for some gambit or other, and thatmeant he needed painters. There was more
than comfort tobe found in the house at Ladbroke Grove; there was em? ployment. It had been eleven
months since he'd seen orspoken to Chester, but he was greeted as effusively as ever and ushered in.

 "Quickly! Quickly!" Klein said. "Gloriana's in heat again!" He managed to slam the door before the
obeseGloriana, one of his five cats, escaped in search of a mate. "Too slow, sweetie!" he told her. She
yowled at him in complaint. "I keep her fat so she's slow," he said. "And Idon't feel so piggy myself."

 He patted a paunch that had swelled considerably sinceGentle had last seen him and was testing the
seams of hisshirt, which, like him, was florid and had seen better years.He still wore his hair in a ponytail,
complete with ribbon,and wore an ankh on a chain around his neck, but beneaththe veneer of a harmless
flower child gone to seed he was asacquisitive as a bowerbird. Even the vestibule in whichthey embraced
was overflowing with collectibles: a woodendog, plastic roses in psychedelic profusion, sugar skulls on
plates.

 "My God, you're cold," he said to Gentle. "And youlook wretched. Who's been beating you about the
head?"

 "Nobody."

 "You're bruised."

 "I'm tired, that's all."

 Gentle took off his heavy coat and laid it on the chair by the door, knowing when he returned it would
be warm andcovered with cat hairs. Klein was already in the livingroom, pouring wine. Always red.

 "Don't mind the television," he said. "I never turn it off these days. The trick is not to turn up the sound.
It's much more entertaining mute."

 This was a new habit, and a distracting one. Gentle ac?cepted the wine and sat down in the corner of the
ill-sprung
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 couch, where it was easiest to ignore the demands of thescreen. Even there, he was tempted.

 "So now, my Bastard Boy," Klein said, "to what disasterdo I owe the honor?"
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 "It's not really a disaster. I've just had a bad time. Iwanted some cheery company."

 "Give them up. Gentle," Klein said.

 "Give what up?"

 "You know what. The fair sex. Give them up. I have. It'ssuch a relief. All those desperate seductions. All
that time wasted meditating on death to keep yourself from comingtoo soon. I tell you, it's like a burden
gone from my shoul?ders."

 "How old are you?"

 "Age has got fuck-all to do with it. I gave up women be?cause they were breaking my heart."

 "What heart's that?"

 "I might ask you the same thing. Yes, you whine andyou wring your hands, but then you go back and
make the same mistakes. It's tedious. They're tedious."

 "So save me."

 "Oh, now here it comes."

 "I don't have any money."

 "Neither do I."

 "So we'll make some together. Then I won't have to be akept man. I'm going back to live in the studio,
Klein. I'llpaint whatever you need."

 "The Bastard Boy speaks."

 "I wish you wouldn't call me that."

 "It's what you are. You haven't changed in eight years.The world grows old, but the Bastard Boy keeps
his perfec?tion. Speaking of which—"

 "Employ me."

 "Don't interrupt me when I'm gossiping. Speaking ofwhich, I saw Clem the Sunday before last. He
asked afteryou. He's put on a lot of weight. And his love life's almostas disastrous as yours. Taylor's sick
with the plague. I tellyou, Gentle, celibacy's the thing."

 "So employ me."
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 "It's not as easy as that. The market's soft at the mo?ment. And, well, let me be brutal: I have a new
wunder- kind."He got up. "Let me show you." He led Gentlethrough the house to the study. 'The fellow's
twenty-two,and I swear if he had an idea in his head he'd be a greatpainter. But he's like you; he's got the
talent but nothing tosay."
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 "Thanks," said Gentle sourly.

 "You know it's true." Klein switched on the light. Therewere three canvases, all unframed, in the room.
One, anude woman after the style of Modigliani. Beside it, a smalllandscape after Corot. But the third,
and largest of thethree, was the coup. It was a pastoral scene, depicting clas?sically garbed shepherds
standing, in awe, before a tree inthe trunk of which a human face was visible.

 "Would you know it from a real Poussin?"

 "Is it still wet?" Gentle asked.

 "Such a wit."

 Gentle went to give the painting a more intimate exami?nation. This period was not one he was
particularly expertin, but he knew enough to be impressed by the handiwork.The canvas was a close
weave, the paint laid upon it in care?ful regular strokes, the tones built up, it seemed, in glazes.

 "Meticulous, eh?" said Klein.

 "To the point of being mechanical."

 "Now, now, no sour grapes."

 "I mean it. It's just too perfect for words. You put this inthe market and the game's up. Now, the
Modigliani's an?other matter—"

 "That was a technical exercise," Klein said. "I can't sell that. The man only painted a dozen pictures. It's
the Pous?sin I'm betting on."

 "Don't. You'll get stung. Mind if I get another drink?"

 Gentle headed back through the house to the lounge,Klein following, muttering to himself.

 "You've got a good eye. Gentle," he said, "but you'reunreliable. You'll find another woman and off you'll
go."

 "Not this time."
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 "And I wasn't kidding about the market. There's noroom for bullshit."

 "Did you ever have a problem with a piece I painted?"

 Klein mused on this. "No," he admitted.

 "I've got a Gauguin in New York. Those Fuseli sketchesI did—"

 "Berlin. Oh, yes, you've made your little mark."
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 "Nobody's ever going to know it, of course."

 "They will. In a hundred years' time your Fuselis willlook as old as they are, not as old as they should be.
People will start to investigate, and you, my Bastard Boy, will bediscovered. And so will Kenny Soames
and Gideon: all my deceivers."

 "And you'll be vilified for bribing us. Denying the twen?tieth century all that originality."

 "Originality, shit. It's an overrated commodity, youknow that. You can be a visionary painting Virgins."

 "That's what I'll do, then. Virgins in any style. I'll be cel?ibate, and I'll paint Madonnas all day. With
child. Withoutchild. Weeping. Blissful.I'llwork my balls off, Kleiny,which'll be fine because I won't need
them."

 "Forget the Virgins. They're out of fashion."

 "They're forgotten."

 "Decadence is your strongest suit."

 "Whatever you want. Say the word."

 "But don't fuck with me. If I find a client and promisesomething to him, it's up to you to produce it."

 "I'm going back to the studio tonight. I'm starting over. Just do one thing for me?"

 "What's that?"

 "Burn the Poussin."

 He had visited the studio on and off through his time with Vanessa—he'd even met Marline there on two
occasions when her husband had canceled a Luxembourg trip andshe'd been too heated to miss a
liaison—but it was charm? less and cheerless, and he'd returned happily to the house in Wimpole Mews.
Now, however, he welcomed the stu?dio's austerity. He turned on the little electric fire, made
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 himself a cup of fake coffee with fake milk, and, under its
influence, thought about deception.                                
The last six years of his life—since Judith, in fact—had 

 been a series of duplicities. This was not of itself disas-
trous—after tonight it would once more be his profes?
sion—but whereas painting had a tangible end result
(two, if he included the recompense), pursuit and seduction
always left him naked and empty-handed. An end to that,
tonight. He made a vow, toasted in bad coffee, to the God
of Forgers, whoever he was, to become great. If duplicity
was his genius, why waste it on deceiving husbands and
mistresses? He should turn it to a profounder end, produc?
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ing masterpieces in another man's name. Time would vali?
date him, the way Klein had said it would: uncover his
many works and show him, at last, as the visionary he was
about to become. And if it didn't—if Ktein was wrong and
his handiwork remained undiscovered forever—then that
was the truest vision of all. Invisible, he would be seen; un?
known, he'd be influential. It was enough to make him for?
get women entirely. At least for tonight.

 3

  

 at dusk the clouds over manhattan,which had threat?ened snow all day, cleared and revealed a pristine
sky, itscolor so ambiguous it might have fueled a philosophical de?bate as to the nature of blue. Laden as
she was with herday's purchases, Jude chose to walk back to Marlin's apart?ment at Park Avenue and
80th. Her arms ached, but it gaveher time to turn over in her head the encounter which had marked the
day and decide whether she wanted to share itwith Martin or not. Unfortunately, he had a lawyer's mind:
at best, cool and analytical; at worst, reductionist. Sheknew herself well enough to know that if he
challenged heraccount in the latter mode she'd almost certainly lose hertemper with him, and then the
atmosphere between them, which had been (with the exception of his overtures) soeasy and
undemanding, would be spoiled. It was better to
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 work out what she believed about the events of the previ?ous two hours before she shared it with
Marlin. Then hecould dissect it at will.

 Already, after going over the encounter a few times, itwas becoming, like the blue overhead, ambiguous.
But sheheld on hard to the facts of the matter. She'd been in the menswear department of
Bloomingdale's, looking for asweater for Marlin. It was crowded, and there was nothing on display that
she thought appropriate. She'd started topick up the purchases at her feet when she'd caught sight ofa
face she knew, looking straight at her through the movingmesh of people. How long had she seen the
face for? A sec?ond, two at most? Long enough for her heart to jump andher face to flush; long enough
for her mouth to open andshape the word Gentle. Then the traffic between them had thickened, and he'd
disappeared. She'd fixed the placewhere he'd been, stooped to pick up her baggage, and goneafter him,
not doubting that it was he.

 The crowd slowed her progress, but she soon caughtsight ofhimagain, heading towards the door. This
time she yelled his name, not giving a damn if she looked a fool, anddove after him. She was impressive
in full flight, and thecrowd yielded, so that by the time she reached the door hewas only yards away.
Third Avenue was as thronged as the store, but there he was, heading across the street. The lights
changed as she got to the curb. She went after him anyway,daring the traffic. As she yelled again he was
buffeted by a shopper, on some business as urgent as hers, and he turnedas he was struck, giving her a
second glimpse of him. Shemight have laughed out loud at the absurdity of her errorhad it not disturbed
her so. Either she was losing her mind, or she'd followed the wrong man. Either way, this blackman, his
ringleted hair gleaming on his shoulders, was not Gentle. Momentarily undecided as to whether to go on
looking or to give up the chase there and then, her eyes lin?gered on the stranger's face, and for a
heartbeat or less hisfeatures blurred and in their flux, caught as if by the sun offa wing in the stratosphere,
she saw Gentle, his hair sweptback from his high forehead, his gray eyes al! yearning, his
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 mouth, which she'd not known she missed till now, ready tobreak into a smile. It never came. The wing
dipped; thestranger turned; Gentle was gone. She stood in the throngfor several seconds while he
disappeared downtown. Then,gathering herself together, she turned her back on the mys?tery and started
home.

 It didn't leave her thoughts, of course. She was a womanwho trusted her senses, and to discover them
so deceptive distressed her. But more vexing still was why it should bethat particular face, of all those in
her memory's catalogue,she'd chosen to configure from that of a perfect stranger.Klein's Bastard Boy
was out of her life, and she out of his. It was six years since she'd crossed the bridge from wherethey'd
stood together, and the river that flowed between was a torrent. Her marriage to Estabrook had come
andgone along that river, and a good deal of pain with it. Gen?tle was still on the other shore, part of her
history: irretriev?able. So why had she conjured him now?

 As she came within a block of Marlin's building she re?membered something she'd utterly put out of her
head for that six-year span. It had been a glimpse of Gentle, not sounlike the one she'd just had, that had
propelled her intoher near-suicidal affair with him. She'd met him at one of Klein's parties—a casual
encounter—and had given him very little conscious thought subsequently. Then, three nights later, she'd
been visited by an erotic dream thatregularly haunted her. The scenario was always the same.She was
lying naked on bare boards in an empty room, notbound but somehow bounded, and a man whose face
shecould never see, his mouth so sweet it was like eating candy to kiss him, made violent Jove to her.
Only this time the firethat burned in the grate close by showed her the face of her dream lover, and it had
been Gentle's face. The shock, after so many years of never knowing who the man was,woke her, but
with such a sense of loss at this interrupted coitus she couldn't sleep again for mourning it. The next day
she'd discovered his whereabouts from Klein, who'd warned her in no uncertain manner that John
Zachariaswas bad news for tender hearts. She'd ignored the warning
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 and gone to see him that very afternoon, in the studio offthe Edgware Road. They scarcely left it for the
next twoweeks, their passion putting her dreams to shame.

 Only later, when she was in love with him and it was too late for common sense to qualify her feelings,
did she learnmore about him. He trailed a reputation for womanizing that, even if it was ninety percent
invention, as she as?sumed, was still prodigious. If she mentioned his name inany circle, however jaded it
was by gossip, there was alwayssomebody who had some tidbit about him. He even wentby a variety of
names. Some referred to him as the Furie;some as Zach or Zacho, or Mr. Zee; others called him Gen?
tle, which was the name she knew him by, of course; stillothers, John the Divine. Enough names for half a
dozen lifetimes. She wasn't so blindly devoted to him that shedidn't accept there was truth in these
rumors. Nor did he domuch to temper them. He liked the air of legend that hung about his head. He
claimed, for instance, not to know howold he was. Like herself, he had a very slippery grasp on thepast.
And he frankly admitted to being obsessed with hersex. Some of the talk she'd heard was of
cradle-snatching;some of deathbed fucks: he played no favorites.

 So, here was her Gentle: a man known to the doormenof every exclusive club and hotel in the city; who,
after tenyears of high living had survived the ravages of every ex?cess; who was still lucid, still handsome,
still alive. And thissame man, this Gentle, told her he was in love with her andput the words together so
perfectly she disregarded allshe'd heard but those he spoke.
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 She might have gone on listening forever but for herrage, which was the legend she trailed. A volatile
thing, aptto ferment in her without her even being aware of it. That had been the case with Gentle. After
half a year of theiraffair, she'd begun to wonder, wallowing in his affection,how a man whose history had
been one infidelity after an?other had mended his ways; which thought led to the possi?bility that perhaps
he hadn't. In fact she had no reason to suspect him. His devotion bordered on the obsessive insome
moods, as though he saw in her a woman she didn't
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 even know herself, an ancient soul mate. She was, shebegan to think, unlike any other woman he'd ever
met, thelove that had changed his life. When they were so inti?mately joined, how would she not know if
he was cheatingon her? She'd have surety sensed the other woman. Tastedher on his tongue, or smelled
her on his skin. And if notthere, then in the subtleties of their exchanges. But she'dunderestimated him.
When, by the sheerest fluke, she'd jdiscovered he had not one other woman on the side buttwo, it drove
her to near insanity. She began by destroyingthe contents of the studio, slashing all his canvases, painted
or not, then tracking the felon himself and mounting an as?sault that literally brought him to his knees, in
fear for hisballs.

 The rage burned a week, after which she fell totally si?lent for three days: a silence broken by a grief like
nothingshe'd ever experienced before. Had it not been for herchance meeting with Estabrook—who saw
through hertumbling, distracted manner to the woman she was—shemight well have taken her own life.

 Thus the tale of Judith and Gentle: one death short oftragedy, and a marriage short of farce.

 She found Marlin already home, uncharacteristically agi?tated.

 "Where have you been?" he wanted to know. "It's six-thirty-nine."

 She instantly knew this was no time to be telling him what her trip to Bloomingdale's had cost her in
peace ofmind. Instead she lied. "I couldn't get a cab. I had to walk."

 "If that happens again, just call me. I'll have you pickedup by one of our limos. I don't want you
wandering thestreets. It's not safe. Anyhow, we're late. We'll have to eat after the performance."

 "What performance?"

 "The show in the Village that Troy was yabbering aboutlast night, remember? The Neo-Nativity? He
said it was thebest thing since Bethlehem."

 "It's sold out."
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 "I have my connections." He gleamed.

 "We're going tonight?"

 "Not if you don't move your ass."
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 "Marlin, sometimes you're sublime/' she said, dumpingher purchases and racing to change.

 "What about the rest of the time?" he hollered afterher. "Sexy? Irresistible? Beddable?" .

 If indeed he'd secured the tickets as a way of bribing herbetween the sheets, he suffered for his lust. He
concealedhis boredom through the first act, but by intermission hewas itching to be away to claim his
prize.

 "Do we really need to stay for the rest?" he asked her asthey sipped coffee in the tiny foyer. "I mean, it's
not likethere's any mystery about it. The kid gets born, the kidgrows up, the kid gets crucified."

 "I'm enjoying it."

 "But it doesn't make any sense," he complained, indeadly earnest. The show's eclecticism offended his
ratio?nalism deeply. "Why were the angels playing jazz?"

 "Who knows what angels do?"

 He shook his head. "I don't know whether it's a comedyor a satire or what the hell it is," he said. "Do
you knowwhat it is?"

 "I think it's very funny."

 "So you'd like to stay?"

 "I'd like to stay."

 The second half was even more of a grab bag than thefirst, the suspicion growing in Judc as she watched
that theparody and pastiche was a smokescreen put up to coverthe creators' embarrassment at their own
sincerity. In theend, with Charlie Parker angels wailing on the stable roofand Santa crooning at the
manger, the piece collapsed intohigh camp. But even that was oddly moving. The child was born. Light
had come into the world again, even if it was tothe accompaniment of tap-dancing elves.

 When they exited, there was sleet in the wind.

 "Cold, cold, cold," Marlin said. "I'd better take a leak."

 He went back inside to join the line for the toilets, leav-
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 ing Jude at the door, watching the blobs of wet snow pass through the lamplight. The theater was not
large, and the bulk of the audience was out in a couple of minutes, um?brellas raised, heads dropped,
darting off into the Villageto look for their cars, or a place where they could put some drink in their
systems and play critic. The light above the .front door was switched off, and a cleaner emerged fromthe
theater with a black plastic bag of rubbish and a broom and began to brush the foyer, ignoring Jude
—who was thelast visible occupant—until he reached her, when he gaveher a glance of such venom she
decided to put up her um? brella and stand on the darkened step. Marlin was taking his time emptying his
bladder. She only hoped he wasn'ttitivating himself, slicking his hair and freshening his breathin the hope
of talking her into bed.
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 The first she knew of the assault was a motion glimpsedfrom the corner of her eye: a blurred form
approaching her at speed through the thickening sleet. Alarmed, she turned towards her attacker. She
had time to recognize the face on |Third Avenue; then the man was upon her.

 She opened her mouth to yell, turning to retreat into thetheater as she did so. The cleaner had gone. So
had her shout, caught in her throat by the stranger's hands. They were expert. They hurt brutally, stopping
every breathfrom being drawn. She panicked; flailed; toppled. He took her weight, controlling her
motion. In desperation shethrew the umbrella into the foyer, hoping there was some? body out of sight in
the box office who'd be alerted to her jeopardy. Then she was wrenched out of shadow intoheavier
shadow still and realized it was almost too late al?ready. She was becoming light-headed, her leaden
limbs nolonger hers. In the murk her assassin's face was once more a blur, with two dark holes bored in
it. She fell towards them, wishing she had the energy to turn her gaze away from this blankness, but as he
moved closer to her a little light caught his cheek and she saw, or thought she saw, tears there, spilling
from those dark eyes. Then the light went, not just from his cheek but from the whole world.And as
everything slipped away, she could only hold on to
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 the thought that somehow her murderer knew who shewas....

 "Judith?"

 Somebody was holding her. Somebody was shouting toher. Not the assassin but Marlin. She sagged in
his arms,catching dizzied sight of the assailant running across the pavement, with another man in pursuit.
Her eyes swungback to Marlin, who was asking her if she was all right, thenback to the street as brakes
shrieked and the failed assassinwas struck squarely by a speeding car, which reeledaround, wheels
locked and sliding over the sleet-greasedstreet, throwing the man's body off the hood and over aparked
car. The pursuer threw himself aside as the vehiclemounted the pavement, slamming into a lamppost.

 Jude put her arm out for some support other than Mar-fin, her fingers finding the wall. Ignoring his
advice that shestay still, she started to stumble towards the place whereher assassin had fallen. The driver
was being helped fromhis smashed vehicle, unleashing a stream of obscenities ashe emerged. Others
were appearing on the scene to lendhelp in forming a crowd, but Jude ignored their stares andheaded
across the street, Marlin at her side. She was deter?mined to reach the body before anybody else. She
wantedto see it before it was touched; wanted to meet its openeyes and fix its dead expression; know it,
for memory'ssake.

 She found his blood first, spattered in the gray slush un?derfoot, and then, a little way beyond, the
assassin himself,reduced to a lumpen form in the gutter. As she came within a few yards of it, however, a
shudder passed down its spineand it rolled over, showing its face to the sleet. Then, im?possible though
this seemed, given the blow it had beenstruck, the form started to haul itself to its feet. She sawhow
bloodied it was, but she saw also that it was still essen?tially whole. It's not human, she thought, as it
stood up?right; whatever it is, it's not human. Marlin groaned withrevulsion behind her, and a woman on
the pavementscreamed. The man's gaze went to the screamer, wavered,then returned to Jude.
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 It wasn't an assassin any longer. Nor was it Gentle. If it had a self, perhaps this was its face: split by
wounds anddoubf pitiful; lost. She saw its mouth open and close as il it was attempting to address her.
Then Marlin made a move to pursue it, and it ran. How, after such an accident, itslimbs managed any
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speed at all was a miracle, but it was off at a pace that Marlin couldn't hope to match. He made ashow of
pursuit but gave up at the first intersection, return?ing to Jude breathless.

 "Drugs " he said, clearly angered to have missed his chance at heroism. "Fucker's on drugs. He's not
feelingany pain. Wait till he comes down, he'll drop dead. Fucker!How did he know you?"

 "Did he?" she said, her whole body trembling now, as relief at her escape and terror at how close she'd
come tolosing her life both stung tears from her. "He called you Judith," Marlin said.In her mind's eye she
saw the assassin's mouth open andclose and on them read the syllables of her name.

 "Drugs," Marlin was saying again, and she didn't waste words arguing, though she was certain he was
wrong. The only drug in the assassin's system had been purpose, andthat would not lay him low, tonight
or any other.

 
                                                                                                                                                             
                           4

  

 Eleven days after he had taken Estabrook to the encamp?ment in Streatham, Chant realized he would
soon be hav?ing a visitor. He lived alone, and anonymously, in a one-room flat on a
soon-to-be-condemned estate close to the Elephant and Castle, an address he had given to no?body,
not even his employer. Not that his pursuers wouldbe distracted from finding him by such petty secrecy.
Un?like Homo sapiens, the species his long-dead master Sarton had been wont to call the blossom on
the simian tree,
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 Chant's kind could not hide themselves from oblivion'sagents by closing a door and drawing the blinds.
They werelike beacons to those that preyed on them.

 Men had it so much easier. The creatures that had mademeat of them in earlier ages were zoo specimens
now,brooding behind bars for the entertainment of the victori?ous ape. They had no grasp, those apes, of
how close theylay to a state where the devouring beasts of Earth's infancy would be little more than fleas.
That state was called the InOvo, and on the other side of it lay four worlds, the so-called Reconciled
Dominions. They teemed with wonders:individuals blessed with attributes that would have madethem, in
this, the Fifth Dominion, fit for sainthood or burn?ing, or both; cults possessed of secrets that would
overturn in a moment the dogmas of faith and physics alike; beautythat might blind the sun or set the
moon dreaming of fertil?ity. All this, separated from Earth—the unreconciledFifth—by the abyss of the In
Ovo.

 It was not, of course, an impossible journey to make.But the power to do so, which was usually—and
contemp?tuously—referred to as magic, had been waning in the Fifthsince Chant had first arrived. He'd
seen the walls of reasonbuilt against it, brick by brick. He'd seen its practitioners hounded and mocked;
seen its theories decay into deca?dence and parody; seen its purpose steadily forgotten. TheFifth was
choking in its own certainties, and though he tookno pleasure in the thought of losing his life, he would not
mourn his removal from this hard and unpoetic Dominion.

 He went to his window and looked down the five stories into the courtyard. It was empty. He had a few
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minutes yet,to compose his missive to Estabrook. Returning to his table, he began it again, for the ninth or
tenth time. There was so much he wanted to communicate, but he knew that Estabrook was utterly
ignorant of the involvement of his family, whose name he'd abandoned, with the fate of the Dominions. It
was too late now to educate him. A warningwould have to suffice. But how to word it so it didn't sound
like the rambling of a wild man? He set to again, putting the facts as plainly as he could, though doubting
that these
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 words would save Estabrook's life. If the powers thatprowled this world tonight wanted him dispatched,
nothingshort of intervention from the Unbeheld Himself, Hapexa-mendios, the all-powerful occupant of
the First Dominion,would save him.

 With the note finished, Chant pocketed it and headedout into the darkness. Not a moment too soon. In
the frostyquiet he heard the sound of an engine too suave to belong to a resident and peered over the
parapet to see the mengetting out the car below. He didn't doubt that these were his visitors. The only
vehicles he'd seen here so polished were hearses. He cursed himself. Fatigue had made him slothful, and
now he'd let his enemies get dangerouslyclose. He ducked down the back stairs—glad, for once, that
there were so few lights working along the landings—as hisvisitors strode towards the front. From the
flats he passed,the sound of lives: Christmas pops on the radio, argument,a baby laughing, which became
tears, as though it sensedthere was danger near. Chant knew none of his neighbors,except as furtive
faces glimpsed at windows, and now—though it was too late to change that—he regretted it.

 He reached ground level unharmed, and discounting thethought of trying to retrieve his car from the
courtyard heheaded off towards the street most heavily trafficked at this time of night, which was
Kennington Park Road. If he waslucky he'd find a cab there, though at this time of night theyweren't
frequent. Fares were harder to pick up in this areathan in Covent Garden or Oxford Street, and more
likelyto prove unruly. He allowed himself one backward glance, then turned his heels to the task of flight.

 Though classically it was the light of day which showed apainter the deepest flaws in his handiwork,
Gentle workedbest at night: the instincts of a lover brought to a simplerart. In the week or so since he'd
returned to his studio it had once again become a place of work: the air pungent
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 with the smell of paint and turpentine, the burned-downbutts of cigarettes left on every available shelf
and plate.Though he'd spoken with Klein daily there was no sign of a commission yet, so he had spent
the time reeducating him?self. As Klein had so cruelly observed, he was a technicianwithout a vision, and
that made these days of meandering difficult. Until he had a style to forge, he felt listless, likesome latter
day Adam, born with the power to impersonate but bereft of subjects. So he set himself an exercise. He
would paint a canvas in four radically different styles: a cu? bist North, an impressionist South, an East
after Van Gogh, a West after Dali. As his subject he took Cara-vaggio's Supper at Emmaus. The
challenge drove him to ahealthy distraction, and he was still occupied with it atthree-thirty in the morning,
when the telephone rang. Theline was watery, and the voice at the other end pained andraw, but it was
unmistakably Judith.

 "Is that you, Gentle?"

 "It's me." He was glad the line was so bad. The sound ofher voice had shaken him, and he didn't want
her to know. "Where are you calling from?"
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 "New York. I'm just visiting for a few days."

 "It's good to hear from you."

 "I'm not sure why I'm calling. It's just that today's beenstrange and I thought maybe, oh—" She stopped.
Laughedat herself, perhaps a little drunkenly. "I don't know what I thought," she went on. "It's stupid. I'm
sorry."

 "When are you coming back?"

 "I don't know that either."

 "Maybe we could get together?"

 "I don't think so, Gentle."

 "Just to talk."

 "This line's getting worse. I'm sorry I woke you."

 "You didn't—"

 "Keep warm, huh?"

 "Judith—"

 "Sorry, Gentle."

 The line went dead. But the water she'd spoken through
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 gurgled on, like the noise in a seashell. Not the ocean at all,of course; just illusion. He put the receiver
down and—knowing he'd never sleep now—squeezed out some freshbright worms of paint to work
with, and set to.

 
                                                                                                                                                             
                             3

  

 It was the whistle from the gloom behind him that alertedChant to the fact that his escape had not gone
unnoticed. Itwas not a whistle that could have come from human lips,but a chilling scalpel shriek he had
heard only once beforein the Fifth Dominion, when, some two hundred years past,his then possessor, the
Maestro Sartori, had conjured fromthe In Ovo a familiar which had made such a whistle. It hadbrought
bloody tears to its summoner's eyes, obliging Sar?tori to relinquish it posthaste. Later Chant and the
Maestrohad spoken of the event, and Chant had identified the crea?ture. It was known in the Reconciled
Dominions as a voider, one of a brutal species that haunted the wastesnorth of the Lenten Way. Voiders
came in many shapes,being made, some said, from collective desire, which factseemed to move Sartori
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profoundly.

 "I must summon one again," he'd said, "and speak with it," to which Chant had replied that if they were
to attemptsuch a summoning they had to be ready next time, for void-ers were lethal and could not be
tamed except by Maestros of inordinate power.

 The proposed conjuring had never taken place, Sartorihad disappeared a short time later. In all the
intervening years Chant had wondered if he had attempted a second summoning alone and been the
voiders' victim. Perhapsthe creature now coming after Chant had been responsible.Though Sartori had
disappeared two hundred years ago,the lives of voiders, like those of so many species from theother
Dominions, were longer than the longest human

 span.

 Chant glanced over his shoulder. The whistler was insight. It looked perfectly human, dressed in a gray,
well-cut suit and black tie, its collar turned up against the cold, its
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 hands thrust into its pockets. It didn't run but almost idled as it came, the whistle confounding Chant's
thoughts and making him stumble. As he turned away the second of hispursuers appeared on the
pavement in front of him, draw?ing a hand from its pocket. A gun? No. A knife? No. Some? thing tiny
crawled in the voider's palm, like a flea. Chant had no sooner focused upon it than it leapt towards his
face. Repulsed, he raised his arm to keep it from his eyes ormouth, and the flea landed upon his hand. He
slapped at it with his other hand, but it was beneath his thumbnailbefore he could get to it. He raised his
arm to see its motion in the flesh of his thumb and clamped his other handaround the base of the digit, in
the hope of stopping its fur?ther advance, gasping as though doused with icewater. The pain was out of
all proportion to the mite's size, but he held both thumb and sobs hard, determined not to lose all dig?nity
in front of his executioners. Then he staggered off thepavement into the street, throwing a glance down
towardsthe brighter lights at the junction. What safety they offered was debatable, but if worst came to
worst he would throw himself beneath a car and deny the voiders the entertain?ment of his slow demise.
He began to run again, still clutch?ing his hand. This time he didn't glance back. He didn't need to. The
sound of the whistling faded, and the purr ofthe car replaced it. He threw every ounce of his energy into
the run, reaching the bright street to find it deserted by traffic. He turned north, racing past the
underground sta?tion towards the Elephant and Castle. Now he did glancebehind, to see the car
following steadily. It had three occu?pants: the voiders and another, sitting in the back seat. Sob? bing
with breathlessness he ran on, and—Lord love it!—a taxi appeared around the next corner, its yellow
light an?nouncing its availability. Concealing his pain as best he could, knowing the driver might pass on
by if he thought the hailer was wounded, he stepped out into the street and raised his hand to wave the
driver down. This meant un?clasping one hand from the other, and the mite took instant advantage,
working its way up into his wrist. But the vehi?cle slowed.
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 "Where to, mate?"

 He astonished himself with the reply, giving not Esta-brook's address but that of another place entirely.

 "Clerkenwell," he said. "Gamut Street."
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 "Don't know it," the cabbie replied, and for one heart-stopping moment Chant thought he was going to
drive on.

 "I'll direct you," he said.

 "Get in, then."

 Chant did so, slamming the cab door with no little satis?faction and barely managing to reach the seat
before thecab picked up speed.

 Why had he named Gamut Street? There was nothingthere that would heal him. Nothing could. The flea
—or whatever variation in that species it was that crawled inhim—had reached his elbow, and his arm
below that painwas now completely numb, the skin of his hand wrinkledand flaky. But the house in
Gamut Street had been a placeof miracles once. Men and women of great authority hadwalked in it and
perhaps left some ghost of themselves tocalm him in extremis. No creature, Sartori had taught, passed
through this Dominion unrecorded, even to theleast—to the child that perished a heartbeat after it opened
its eyes, the child that died in the womb, drowned in itsmother's waters—even that unnamed thing had its
record and its consequence. So how much more might the once-powerful of Gamut Street have left, by
way of echoes?

 His heart was palpitating, and his body full of jitters.Fearing he'd soon lose control of his functions, he
pulledthe letter to Estabrook from his pocket and leaned forwardto slide the half window between
himself and the driveraside.

 "When you've dropped me in Clerkenwell I'd like youto deliver a letter for me. Would you be so kind?"

 "Sorry, mate," the driver said. "I'm going home afterthis. I've a wife waiting for me."

 Chant dug in his inside pocket and pulled out his wallet,then passed it through the window, letting it drop
on theseat beside the driver.

 "What's this?"
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 "All the money I've got. This letter has to be delivered."

 "All the money you've got, eh?"

 The driver picked up the wallet and flicked it open, hisgaze going between its contents and the road.

 "There's a lot of dosh in here."

 "Have it. It's no good to me."

 "Are you sick?"

 "And tired," Chant said. "Take it, why don't you?Enjoy it."

 "There's a Daimler been following us. Somebody youknow?"
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 There was no purpose served by lying to the man. "Yes," Chant said. "I don't suppose you could put
somedistance between them and us?"

 The man pocketed the wallet and jabbed his foot down on the accelerator. The cab leapt forward like a
racehorsefrom the gate, its jockey's laugh rising above the guttural din of the engine. Whether it was the
cash he was now heavy with or the challenge of outrunning a Daimler thatmotivated him, he put his cab
through its paces, proving it more mobile than its bulk would have suggested. In under a minute they'd
made two sharp lefts and a squealing right and were roaring down a back street so narrow the least
miscalculation would have taken off handles, hubs, andmirrors. The mazing didn't stop there. They made
another turn, and another, bringing them in a short time to South- wark Bridge. Somewhere along the
way, they'd lost the Daimler. Chant might have applauded had he possessed two workable hands, but
the flea's message of corruptionwas spreading with agonizing speed. While he still had five fingers under
his command he went back to the window and dropped Estabrook's letter through, murmuring the
address with a tongue that felt disfigured in his mouth.

 "What's wrong with you?" the cabbie said. "It's notfucking contagious, is it, 'cause if it is—"

 "...not .. ."Chant said.

 "You look fucking awful," the cabbie said, glancing inthe mirror. "Sure you don't want a hospital?"

 "No. Gamut Street. I want Gamut Street."
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 "You'll have to direct me from here."

 The streets had all changed. Trees gone; rows demol?ished; austerity in place of elegance, function in
place ofbeauty; the new for old, however poor the exchange rate. Itwas a decade and more since he'd
come here last. HadGamut Street fallen and a steel phallus risen in its place?

 "Where are we?" he asked the driver.

 "Clerkenwell. That's where you wanted, isn't it?"

 "1 mean the precise place."

 The driver looked for a sign. "Flaxen Street. Does it ring a bell?"

 Chant peered out of the window. "Yes! Yes! Go down to the end and turn right."

 "Used to live around here, did you?"

 "A long time ago."

 "It's seen better days." He turned right. "Now where?"

 "First on the left."

 "Here it is," the man said. "Gamut Street. What num?ber was it?"
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 "Twenty-eight."

 The cab drew up at the curb. Chant fumbled for the han?dle, opened the door, and all but fell out onto
the pave?ment. Staggering, he put his weight against the door toclose it, and for the first time he and the
driver came face toface. Whatever the flea was doing to his system, it musthave been horribly apparent,
to judge by the look of repug?nance on the man's face.

 "You will deliver the letter?" Chant said.

 "You can trust me, mate."

 "When you've done it, you should go home," Chantsaid. "Tell your wife you love her. Give a prayer of
thanks."

 "What for?"

 "That you're human," Chant said.

 The cabbie didn't question this little lunacy. "Whateveryou say, mate," he replied. "I'll give the missus one
andgive thanks at the same time, how's that? Now don't doanything I wouldn't do, eh?"

 IMAJICA                                                                                       37

 This advice given, he drove off, leaving his passenger tothe silence of the street.

 With failing eyes, Chant scanned the gloom. The houses,built in the middle of Sartori's century, looked to
be mostlydeserted; primed for demolition, perhaps. But then Chantknew that sacred places—and Gamut
Street was sacred in its way—survived on occasion because they went unseen,even in plain sight.
Burnished by magic, they deflected thethreatening eye and found unwitting allies in men andwomen who,
all unknowing, knew holiness; became sanc?tuaries for a secret few.

 He climbed the three steps to the door and pushed at it, but it was securely locked, so he went to the
nearest win?dow. There was a filthy shroud of cobweb across it but nocurtain beyond. He pressed his
face to the glass. Though hiseyes were weakening by the moment, his gaze was stillmore acute than that
of the blossoming ape. The room helooked into was stripped of all furniture and decoration; ifanybody
had occupied this house since Sartori's time—andit surely hadn't stood empty for two hundred
years—theyhad gone, taking every trace of their presence. He raisedhis good arm and struck the glass
with his elbow, a singlejab which shattered the window. Then, careless of the dam?age he did himself, he
hoisted his bulk onto the sill, beat outthe rest of the pieces of glass with his hand, and droppeddown into
the room on the other side.

 The layout of the house was still clear in his mind. Indreams he'd drifted through these rooms and heard
theMaestro's voice summoning him up the stairs—up! up!—tothe room at the top where Sartori had
worked his work. Itwas there Chant wanted to go now, but there were newsigns of atrophy in his body
with every heartbeat. The handfirst invaded by the flea was withered, its nails droppedfrom their place, its
bone showing at the knuckles andwrist. Beneath his jacket he knew his torso to the hip wassimilarly
unmade; he felt pieces of his flesh falling inside hisshirt as he moved. He would not be moving for much
lon?ger. His legs were increasingly unwilling to bear him up,and his senses were close to flickering out.
Like a man
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 whose children were leaving him, he begged as he climbedthe stairs.

 "Stay with me. Just a little longer. Please...."

 His cajoling got him as far as the first landing, but thenhis legs all but gave out, and thereafter he had to
climbusing his one good arm to haul him onward.

 He was halfway up the final flight when he heard thevoiders' whistle in the street outside, its piercing din
unmis?takable. They had found him quicker than he'd anticipated, sniffing him out through the darkened
streets. The fear thathe'd be denied sight of the sanctum at the top of the stairsspurred him on, his body
doing its ragged best to accommo?date his ambition.

 From below, he heard the door being forced open. Thenthe whistle again, harder than before, as his
pursuersstepped into the house. He began to berate his limbs, histongue barely able to shape the words.

 "Don't let me down! Work, will you? Work!"

 And they obliged. He scaled the last few stairs in a spas?tic fashion, but reached the top flight as he
heard the void?ers' soles at the bottom. It was dark up here, though howmuch of that was blindness and
how much night he didn'tknow. It scarcely mattered. The route to the door of thesanctum was as familiar
to him as the limbs he'd lost. Hecrawled on hands and knees across the landing, the ancientboards
creaking beneath him. A sudden fear seized him:that the door would be locked, and he'd beat his
weaknessagainst it and fail to gain access. He reached up for the han?dle, grasped it, tried to turn it once,
failed, tried again, andthis time dropped face down over the threshold as the doorswung open.

 There was food for his enfeebled eyes. Shafts of moon?light spilled from the windows in the roof.
Though he'ddimly thought it was sentiment that had driven him backhere, he saw now it was not. In
returning here he came full circle, back to the room which had been his first glimpse ofthe Fifth Dominion.
This was his cradle and his tutoringroom. Here he'd smelled the air of England for the firsttime, the crisp
October air; here he'd fed first, drunk first;
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 first had cause for laughter and, later, for tears. Unlike thelower rooms, whose emptiness was a sign of
desertion, thisspace had always been sparely furnished, and sometimescompletely empty. He'd danced
here on the same legs thatnow lay dead beneath him, while Sartori had told him howhe planned to take
this wretched Dominion and build in itsmidst a city that would shame Babylon; danced for sheer
exuberance, knowing his Maestro was a great man and had it in his power to change the world.

 Lost ambition; all lost. Before that October had becomeNovember Sartori had gone, flitted in the night
or mur?dered by his enemies. Gone, and left his servant stranded ina city he barely knew. How Chant
had longed then to re?turn to the ether from where he'd been summoned, toshrug off the body which
Sartori had congealed around him and be gone out of this Dominion. But the only voice capa?ble of
ordering such a release was that which had conjuredhim, and with Sartori gone he was exiled on earth
forever. He hadn't hated his summoner for that. Sartori had been indulgent for the weeks they'd been
together. Were he to appear now, in the moonlit room, Chant would not haveaccused him of negligence
but made proper obeisances andbeen glad that his inspiration had returned.
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 "Maestro ..." he murmured, face to the musty boards.

 "Not here," came a voice from behind him. It was not,he knew, one of the voiders. They could whistle
but notspeak. "You were Sartori's creature, were you? I don't re?member that."

 The speaker was precise, cautious and smug. Unable toturn, Chant had to wait until the man walked
past his su?pine body to get a sight of him. He knew better than tojudge by appearances: he, whose flesh
was not his own but of the Maestro's sculpting. Though the man in front of himlooked human enough, he
had the voiders in tow and spokewith knowledge of things few humans had access to. Hisface was an
overripe cheese, drooping with jowls and wearyfolds around the eyes, his expression that of a funereal
comic. The smugness in his voice was here too, in the stud?ied way he licked upper and lower lips with
his tongue
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 before he spoke, and tapped the fingertips of each hand to?gether as he judged the broken man at his
feet. He wore animmaculately tailored three-piece suit, cut from a cloth ofapricot cream. Chant would
have given a good deal tobreak the bastard's nose so he bled on it.

 "I never did meet Sartori," he said. "Whatever hap?pened to him?"

 The man went down on his haunches in front of Chantand suddenly snatched hold of a handful of his
hair.

 "I asked you what happened to your Maestro," he said."I'm Dowd, by the way. You never knew my
master, theLord Godotphin, and I never knew yours. But they're gone, and you're scrabbling around for
work. Well, youwon't have to do it any longer, if you take my meaning."

 "Did you ... did you send him to me?"

 "It would help my comprehension if you could be morespecific."

 "Estabrook."

 "Oh, yes. Him."

 "You did. Why?"

 "Wheels within wheels, my dove," Dowd said. "I'd tellyou the whole bitter story, but you don't have the
time tolisten and I don't have the patience to explain. I knew of a man who needed an assassin. I knew of
another man who dealt in them. Let's leave it at that."

 "But how did you know about me?"

 "You're not discreet," Dowd replied. "You get drunkon the Queen's birthday, and you gab like an
Irishman at a wake. Lovey, it draws attention sooner or later."

 "Once in a while—"

 "I know, you get melancholy. We all do, lovey, we all do.But some of us do our weeping in private, and
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some of us"—he let Chant's head drop—"make fucking public spectacles of ourselves. There are
consequences, lovey,didn't Sartori tell you that? There are always consequences.You've begun
something with this Estabrook business, for instance, and I'll need to watch it closely, or before weknow
it there'll be ripples spreading through the Imajica."

 "The Imajica ..."
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 "That's right. From here to the margin of the First Do?minion. To the region of the Unbeheld Himself."

 Chant began to gasp, and Dowd—realizing he'd hit anerve—leaned towards his victim.

 "Do 1 detect a little anxiety?" he said. "Are you afraidof going into the glory of our Lord
Hapexamendios?"

 Chant's voice was frail now. "Yes ..." he murmured.

 "Why?" Dowd wanted to know. "Because of yourcrimes?"

 "Yes."

 "What are your crimes? Do tell me. We needn't bother with the little things. Just the really shameful
stuff'll do."

 "I've had dealings with a Eurhetemec."

 "Have you indeed?" Dowd said. "However did you getback to Yzordderrex to do that?"

 "I didn't," Chant replied. "My dealings ... were here, in the Fifth."

 "Really," said Dowd softly. "I didn't know there wereEurhetemecs here. You learn something new every
day.But, lovey, that's no great crime. The Unbeheld's going toforgive a poxy little trespass like that.
Unless . . ." Hestopped for a moment, turning over a new possibility. "Un? less, the Eurhetemec was a
mystif. . . ." He trailed thethought, but Chant remained silent. "Oh, my dove," Dowdsaid. "It wasn't, was
it?" Another pause. "Oh, it was. It was."He sounded almost enchanted. "There's a mystif in the Fifth and
—what? You're in love with it? You'd bettertell me before you run out of breath, lovey. In a few min?
utes your eternal soul will be waiting at Hapexamendios'door."

 Chant shuddered. "The assassin ..." he said.

 "What about the assassin?" came the reply. Then, real?izing what he'd just heard, Dowd drew a long,
slow breath."The assassin is a mystif?" he said.

 "Yes."

 "Oh, my sweet Hyo!" he exclaimed. "A mystif!" Theenchantment had vanished from his voice now. He
washard and dry. "Do you know what they can do? The deceitsthey've got at their disposal? This was
supposed to be an
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 anonymous piece of shit-stirring, and look what you've done!" His voice softened again. "Was it
beautiful?" he asked. "No, no. Don't tell me. Let me have the surprise,when I see it face to face." He
turned to the voiders. "Pick the fucker up," he said.

 They stepped forward and raised Chant by his brokenarms. There was no strength left in his neck, and
his headlolled forward, a solid stream of bilious fluid running from his mouth and nostrils. "How often
does the Eurhetemec tribe produce a mystif?" Dowd mused, half to himself."Every ten years? Every fifty?
They're certainly rare. Andthere you are, blithely hiring one of these little divinities asan assassin. Imagine!
How pitiful, that it had fallen so low. I must ask it how that came about." He stepped towards Chant, and
at Dowd's order one of the voiders raised Chant's head by the hair. "I need the mystifs where?abouts,"
Dowd said. "And its name."

 Chant sobbed through his bile. "Please," he said. "I meant...I...meant—"

 "Yes, yes. No harm. You were just doing your duty. TheUnbeheld will forgive you, I guarantee it. But
the mystif,lovey, I need you to tell me about the mystif. Where can Ifind it? Just speak the words, and
you won't ever have tothink about it again. You'll go into the presence of the Un?beheld like a babe."

 "1 will?"

 "You will. Trust me. Just give me its name and tell methe place where I can find it."

 "Name ... and ... place."

 "That's right. But get to it, lovey, before it's too late!"

 Chant took as deep a breath as his collapsing lungs al?lowed. "It's called Pie 'oh' pah," he said.

 Dowd stepped back from the dying man as if slapped."Pie 'oh' pah? Are you sure?"

 "I'm sure...."

 "Pie 'oh' pah is alive? And Estabrook hired it?"

 "Yes."

 Dowd threw off his imitation of a Father Confessor and
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 murmured a fretful question of himself. "What does thismean?" he said.

 Chant made a pained little moan, his system racked by further waves of dissolution. Realizing that time
was nowvery short, Dowd pressed the man afresh.

 "Where is this mystif? Quickly, now! Quickly!"

 Chant's face was decaying, cobs of withered flesh slidingoff the slickened bone. When he answered, it
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was with halfa mouth. But answer he did, to be unburdened.

 "I thank you," Dowd said to him, when all the informa?tion had been supplied. "I thank you." Then, to
the void?ers, "Let him go."

 They dropped Chant without ceremony. When he hitthe floor his face broke, pieces spattering Dowd's
shoe. Heviewed the mess with disgust.

 "Clean it off," he said.

 The voiders were at his feet in moments, dutifully re?moving the scraps of matter from Dowd's
handmade shoes.

 "What does this mean?" Dowd murmured again. Therewas surely synchronicity in this turn of events. In a
littleover half a year's time the anniversary of the Reconcilia?tion would be upon the Imajica. Two
hundred years wouldhave passed since the Maestro Sartori had attempted, andfailed, to perform the
greatest act of magic known to this or any other Dominion. The plans for that ceremony hadbeen laid
here, at number 28 Gamut Street, and the mystif, among others, had been there to witness the
preparations.

 The ambition of those heady days had ended in tragedy, of course. Rites intended to heal the rift in the
Imajica, and reconcile the Fifth Dominion with the other four, had gonedisastrously awry. Many great
theurgists, shamans, andtheologians had been killed. Determined that such a calam?ity never be repeated,
several of the survivors had bandedtogether in order to cleanse the Fifth of all magical knowl?edge. But
however much they scrubbed to erase the past, the slate could never be entirely cleansed. Traces of what
had been dreamed and hoped for remained; fragments of poems to Union, written by men whose names
had been systematically removed from all record. And as long as
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 such scraps remained, the spirit of the Reconciliationwould survive.

 But spirit was not enough. A Maestro was needed, a ma?gician arrogant enough to believe that he could
succeedwhere Christos and innumerable other sorcerers, most lostto history, had failed. Though these
were blissless times,Dowd didn't discount the possibility of such a soul appear?ing. He still encountered
in his daily life a few who looked past the empty gaud that distracted lesser minds andlonged for a
revelation that would burn the tinsel away, an Apocalypse that would show the Fifth the glories ityearned
for in its sleep.

 If a Maestro was going to appear, however, he would need to be swift. Another attempt at
Reconciliationcouldn't be planned overnight, and if the next midsummerwent unused, the Imajica would
pass another two centuries divided: time enough for the Fifth Dominion to destroy it?self out of boredom
or frustration and prevent the Recon?ciliation from ever taking place.

 Dowd perused his newly polished shoes. "Perfect," hesaid. "Which is more than I can say for the rest of
thiswretched world."

 He crossed to the door. The voiders lingered by thebody, however, bright enough to know they still had
someduty to perform with it. But Dowd called them away.

 "We'll leave it here," he said. "Who knows? It may stira few ghosts."
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 Two days after the predawn call from Judith—days in which the water heater in the studio had failed,
leaving Gentle the option of bathing in polar waters or not at all(he chose the latter)—Klein summoned
him to the house. He had good news. He'd heard of a buyer with a hunger
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 that was not being satisfied through conventional markets,and Klein had allowed it to be known that he
might be ableto lay his hands on something attractive. Gentle had suc?cessfully re-created one Gauguin
previously, a small pic?ture which had gone onto the open market and beenconsumed without any
questions being asked. Could he doit again? Gentle replied that he would make a Gauguin sofine the
artist himself would have wept to see it. Klein ad?vanced Gentle five hundred pounds to pay the rent on
the studio and left him to it, remarking only that Gentle was looking a good deal better than he'd looked
previously,though he smelled a good deal worse.

 Gentle didn't much care. Not bathing for two days wasno great inconvenience when he only had himself
for com?pany; not shaving suited him fine when there was nowoman to complain of beard burns. And
he'd rediscoveredthe old private erotics: spit, palm, and fantasy. It sufficed. A man might get used to
living this way; might get to likehis gut a little ample, his armpits sweaty, his balls the same.It wasn't until
the weekend that he started to pine for someentertainment other than the sight of himself in the bath?room
mirror. There hadn't been a Friday or Saturday in thelast year which hadn't been occupied by some
social gath? ering, where he'd mingled with Vanessa's friends. Theirnumbers were still listed in his address
book, just a phone call away, but he felt squeamish about making contact.However much he may have
charmed them, they were herfriends, not his, and they'd have inevitably sided with her inthis fiasco.

 As for his own peers—the friends he'd had before Vanessa—most had faded. They were a part of his
pastand, like so many other memories, slippery. While peoplelike Klein recalled events thirty years old in
crystalline de?tail, Gentle had difficulty remembering where he was and with whom even ten years before.
Earlier than that still, and his memory banks were empty. It was as though hismind was disposed only to
preserve enough details of his history to make the present plausible. The rest it disre?garded. He kept this
strange fallibility from almost every-
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 body he knew, concocting details if pressed hard. It didn'tmuch bother him. Not knowing what it meant
to have a past, he didn't miss it. And he construed from exchanges with others that though they might talk
confidentially about their childhood and adolescence, much of it wasrumor and conjecture, some of it
pure fabrication.

 Nor was he alone in his ignorance. Judith had once con?fided that she too had an uncertain grasp of the
past, though she'd been drunk at the time and had denied it vehemently when he'd raised the subject
again. So, be?tween friends lost and friends forgotten, he was very muchalone this Saturday night, and he
picked up the phonewhen it rang with some gratitude.

 "Furie here," he said. He felt like a Furie tonight. Theline was live, but there was no answer. "Who's
there?" hesaid. Still, silence. Irritated, he put down the receiver. Sec?onds later, the phone rang again.
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"Who the hell is this?" he demanded, and this time an impeccably spoken man re?plied, albeit with
another question.

 "Am I speaking to John Zacharias?"

 Gentle didn't hear himself called that too often. "Who is this?" he said again.

 "We've only met once. You probably don't rememberme. Charles Estabrook?"

 Some people lingered longer in the memory than others.Estabrook was one. The man who'd caught
Jude whenshe'd dropped from the high wire. A classic inbred English?man, member of the minor
aristocracy, pompous, conde?scending and—

 "I'd like very much to meet with you, if that's possible."

 "1 don't think we've got anything to say to each other."

 "It's about Judith, Mr. Zacharias. A matter I'm obligedto keep in the strictest confidence but is, I cannot
stress toostrongly, of the profoundest importance,"

 The tortured syntax made Gentle blunt. "Spit it out,then," he said.

 "Not on the telephone. I realize this request comes with?out warning, but I beg you to consider it."

 "I have. And no. I'm not interested in meeting you."
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 "Even to gloat?"

 "Over what?"

 "Over the fact that I've lost her," Estabrook said. "Sheleft me, Mr. Zacharias, just as she left you.
Thirty-three days ago." The precision of that spoke volumes. Was hecounting the hours as well as the
days? Perhaps the minutestoo? "You needn't come to the house if you don't wish to. In fact, to be
honest, I'd be happier if you didn't."

 He was speaking as if Gentle would agree to the rendez?vous, which, though he hadn't said so yet, he
would.

 2

  

 It was cruel, of course, to bring someone of Estabrook'sage out on a cold day and make him climb a hill,
but Gentleknew from experience you took whatever satisfactions youcould along the way. And
Parliament Hill had a fine viewof London, even on a day of lowering cloud. The wind wasbrisk, and as
usual on a Sunday the hill had a host of kiteflyers on its back, their toys like multicolored candies sus?
pended in the wintry sky. The hike made Estabrookbreathless, but he seemed glad that Gentle had
picked thespot.
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 "I haven't been up here in years. My first wife used tolike coming here to see the kites."

 He brought a brandy flask from his pocket, proffering it first to Gentle. Gentle declined.

 "The cold never leaves one's marrow these days. One ofthe penalties of age. I've yet to discover the
advantages.How old are you?"

 Rather than confess to not knowing, Gentle said, "Al?most forty."

 "You look younger. In fact, you've scarcely changedsince we first met. Do you remember? At the
auction? Youwere with her. I wasn't. That was the world of difference between us. With; without. I
envied you that day the wayI'd never envied any other man, just for having her beside you. Later, of
course, I saw the same look on other men'sfaces—"
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 "I didn't come here to hear this," Gentle said.

 "No, I realize that. It's just necessary for me to express how very precious she was to me. I count the
years 1 hadwith her as the best of my life. But of course the best can'tgo on forever, can they, or how are
they the best?" Hedrank again. "You know, she never talked about you," he said. "I tried to provoke her
into doing so, but she saidshe'd put you out of her mind completely—she'd forgottenyou, she
said—which is nonsense, of course."

 "I believe it."

 "Don't," Estabrook said quickly. "You were her guiltysecret."

 "Why are you trying to flatter me?"

 "It's the truth. She still loved you, all through the timeshe was with me. That's why we're talking now.
Because I know it, and I think you do too."

 Not once so far had they mentioned her by name, almostas though from some superstition. She was she,
her, thewoman: an absolute and invisible power. Her men seemedto have their feet on solid ground, but
in truth they driftedlike the kites, tethered to reality only by the memory ofher.

 "I've done a terrible thing, John," Estabrook said. Theflask was at his lips again. He took several gulps
beforesealing it and pocketing it. "And I regret it bitterly."

 "What?"

 "May we walk a little way?" Estabrook said, glancingtowards the kite flyers, who were both too distant
and tooinvolved in their sport to be eavesdropping. But he was not comfortable with sharing his secret
until he'd put twice thedistance between his confession and their ears. When hehad, he made it simply
and plainly. "I don't know whatkind of madness overtook me," he said, "but a little whileago I made a
contract with somebody to have her killed."

 "Youdidiv/wtf?"
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 "Does it appall you?"

 "What do you think? Of course it appalls me."

 "It's the highest form of devotion, you know, to want to
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 end somebody's existence rather than let them live on with?out you. It's love of the highest order."

 "It's a fucking obscenity."

 "Oh, yes, it's that too. But I couldn't bear . . . justcouldn't bear...the idea of her being alive and me not
being with her...." His delivery was now deteriorating, thewords becoming tears. "She was so dear to
me...."

 Gentle's thoughts were of his last exchange with Judith:the half-drowned telephone call from New York,
whichhad ended with nothing said. Had she known then that herlife was in jeopardy? If not, did she now?
My God, was sheeven alive? He took hold of Estabrook's lapel with thesame force that the fear took
hold of him.

 "You haven't brought me here to tell me she's dead."

 "No. No," he protested, making no attempt to disen?gage Gentle's hold. "I hired this man, and I want to
callhim off."

 "So do it," Gentle said, letting the coat go.

 "I can't."

 Estabrook reached into his pocket and pulled out asheet of paper. To judge by its crumpled state it had
beenthrown away, then reclaimed.

 "This came from the man who found me the assassin,"he went on. "It was delivered to my home two
nights ago.He was obviously drunk or drugged when he wrote it, but itindicates that he expects to be
dead by the time I read it.I'm assuming he's correct. He hasn't made contact. He was my only route to
the assassin."

 "Where did you meet this man?"

 "He found me."

 "And the assassin?"

 "I met him somewhere south of the river, I don't know where. It was dark. I was lost. Besides, he won't
be there. He's gone after her."

 "So warn her."

 "I've tried. She won't accept my calls. She's got another lover now. He's being covetous the way I was.
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My letters,my telegrams, they're all sent back unopened. But he won't be able to save her. This man I
hired, his name's Pie—"
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 "What's that, some kind of code?"

 "I don't know," Estabrook said. "I don't know anything except I've done something unforgivable and you
have tohelp me undo it. You have to. This man Pie is lethal."

 "What makes you think she'll see me when she won'tsee you?"

 "There's no guarantee. But you're a younger, fitter man, and you've had some . . . experience of the
criminal mind.You've a better chance of coming between her and Piethan 1 have. I'll give you money for
the assassin. You canpay him off. And I'll pay whatever you ask. I'm rich. Just warn her, Zacharias, and
get her to come home. I can'thave her death on my conscience."

 "It's a little late to think about that."

 "I'm making what amends I can. Do we have a deal?" He took off his leather glove in preparation for
shakingGentle's hand.

 "I'd like the letter from your contact," Gentle said.

 "It barely makes any sense," Estabrook said.

 "If he is dead, and she dies too, that letter's evidencewhether it makes sense or not. Hand it over, or no
deal."

 Estabrook reached into his inside pocket, as if to pullout the letter, but with his fingers upon it he
hesitated. De? spite all his talk about having a clear conscience, aboutGentle being the man to save her,
he was deeply reluctant to part with the letter.

 "I thought so," Gentle said. "You want to make sure Ilook like the guilty party if anything goes wrong.
Well, gofuck yourself."

 He turned from Estabrook and started down the hill. Estabrook came after him, calling his name, but
Gentledidn't slow his pace. He let the man run.

 "All right!" he heard behind him. "All right, have it!Have it!"

 Gentle slowed but didn't stop. Gray with exertion, Esta?brook caught up with him."The letter's yours,"
he said.

 Gentle took it, pocketing it without unfolding it.There'd be plenty of time to study it on the flight.

 6
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 Chant's body was discovered the following day by ninety-three-year-old Albert Burke, who found it
while looking for his errant mongrel, Kipper. The animal had sniffed from the street what its owner only
began to nose as heclimbed the stairs, whistling for his hound between curses:the rotting tissue at the top.
In the autumn of 1916, Alberthad fought for his country at the Somme, sharing trenches with dead
companions for days at a time. The sights andsmells of death didn't much distress him. Indeed, his san?
guine response to his discovery lent color to the story,when it reached the evening news, and assured it of
greatercoverage than it might otherwise have merited, that focusin turn bringing a penetrating eye to bear
on the identity ofthe dead man. Within a day a portrait of the deceased as he might have looked in life
had been produced, and byWednesday a woman living on a council estate south of the river had
identified him as her next-door neighbor, Mr.Chant.

 An examination of his flat turned up a second picture,not of Chant's flesh, this time, but of his life. It was
the con?clusion of the police that the dead man was a practitionerof some obscure religion. It was
reported that a small altar dominated his room, decorated with the withered heads ofanimals that
forensics could not identify, its centerpiece anidol of so explicitly sexual a nature no newspaper dared
publish a sketch of it, let atone a photograph. The gutterpress particularly enjoyed the story, especially as
the ar? tifacts had belonged to a man now thought to have beenmurdered. They editorialized with barely
concealed racismon the influx of perverted foreign religions. Between this and stories on Burke of the
Somme, Chant's death at?tracted a lot of column inches. That fact had several conse?quences. It brought
a rash of right-wing attacks on mosques
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 in greater London, it brought a call for the demolition ofthe estate where Chant had lived, and it brought
Dowd upto a certain tower in Highgate, where he was summoned inlieu of his absentee master,
Estabrook's brother, OscarGodolphin.

 
                                                                                                                                                             
                                                         2

  

 In the 1780s, when Highgate Hill was so steep and deeply rutted that carriages regularly failed to make
the grade andthe drive to town was sufficiently dangerous that a wiseman went with pistols, a merchant
called Thomas Rox-borough had constructed a handsome house on HornseyLane, designed for him by
one Henry Holland. At that timeit had commanded fine views: south all the way to the river;north and
west over the lush pastures of the region towardsthe tiny village of Hampstead. The former view was still
available to the tourist, from the bridge that spanned theArchway Road, but Roxborough's fine house had
gone, re?placed in the late thirties with an anonymous ten-storytower, set back from the street. There
was a screen of well-tended trees between tower and road, not sufficiently thickto conceal the building
entirely, but enough to render whatwas already an undistinguished building virtually invisible.The only mail
that was delivered there was circulars andofficial paperwork of one kind or another. There were no
tenants, either individuals or businesses. Yet RoxboroughTower was kept well by its owners, who once
every monthor so gathered in the single room which occupied the topfloor of the building, in the name of
the man who hadowned this plot of land two hundred years before and whohad left it to the society he
founded. The men and women(eleven in all) who met here and talked for a few hours and went their
unremarkable ways were the descendants of theimpassioned few Roxborough had gathered around him
inthe dark days following the failure of the Reconciliation. There was no passion among them now, nor
more than avague comprehension of Roxborough's purpose in formingwhat he'd called the Society of the
Tabula Rasa, or the
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 Clean Slate. But they met anyway, in part because in theirearly childhood one or other of their parents,
usually butnot always the father, had taken them aside and told them agreat responsibility would fall to
them—the carrying for?ward of a hermetically protected family secret—and in partbecause the Society
looked after its own. Roxborough had been a man of wealth and insight. He'd purchased consid?erable
tracts of land during his lifetime, and the profits thataccrued from that investment had ballooned as
Londongrew. The sole recipient of those monies was the Society,though the funds were so ingeniously
routed, through com?panies and agents who were unaware of their place in thesystem, that nobody who
serviced the Society in any capac?ity whatsoever knew of its existence.

 Thus the Tabula Rasa flourished in its peculiar, pur?poseless way, gathering to talk about the secrets it
kept, asRoxborough had decreed, and enjoying the sight of the cityfrom its place on Highgate Hill.

 Kuttner Dowd had been here several times, though neverwhen the Society was assembled, as it was
tonight. His em?ployer, Oscar Godolphin, was one of the eleven to. whom the flame of Roxborough's
intent had been passed, thoughof all of them surely none was so perfect a hypocrite asGodolphin, who
was both a member of a Society commit?ted to the repression of all magical activity, and the em?ployer
(Godolphin would have said owner) of a creature summoned by magic in the very year of the tragedy
thathad brought the Society into being.

 That creature was of course Dowd, whose existence wasknown to the Society's members but whose
origins werenot. If it had been, they would never have summoned himhere and allowed him access to the
hallowed tower.Rather, they would have been bound by Roxborough'sedict to destroy him at whatever
cost to their bodies, souls,or sanity that might entail. Certainly they had the exper?tise, or at least the
means to gain it. The tower reputedly housed a library of treatises, grimoires, cyclopedias, andsymposia
second to none, collected by Roxborough and the
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 group of Fifth Dominion magi who'd first supported the at?tempt at the Reconciliation. One of those men
had beenJoshua Godolphin, Earl of Bellingham. He and Rox-borough had survived the calamitous events
of that mid?summer almost two hundred years ago, but most of theirdearest friends had not. The story
went that after the trag?edy Godolphin had retired to his country estate and neveragain ventured beyond
its perimeters. Roxborough, on theother hand, ever the most pragmatic of the group, hadwithin days of
the cataclysm secured the occult libraries ofhis dead colleagues, hiding the thousands of volumes in the
cellar of his house where they could, in the words of a letterto the Earl, no longer taint with
un-Christian ambition the minds of good men like our dear friends. We must hereafterkeep the doing
of this damnable magic from our shores.That he had not destroyed the books, but merely lockedthem
away, was testament to some ambiguity in him, how?ever. Despite the horrors he'd seen, and the
fierceness ofhis revulsion, some small part of him retained the fascina?tion that had drawn him,
Godolphin, and their fellow ex?perimenters together in the first place.

 Dowd shivered with unease as he stood in the plain hall?way of the tower, knowing that somewhere
nearby was the largest collection of magical writings gathered in one placeoutside the Vatican, and that
among them would be manyrituals for the raising and dispatching of creatures like him?self. He was not
the conventional stuff of which familiarswere made, of course. Most were simpering, mindless func?
tionaries, plucked by then- summoners from the In Ovo—the space between the Fifth and the
ReconciledDominions—like lobsters from a restaurant tank. He, on the other hand, had been a
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professional actor in his time,and fgted for it. It wasn't congenital stupidity that hadmade him susceptible
to human jurisdiction, it was anguish.He'd seen the face of Hapexamendios Himself and, half-crazed by
the sight, had been unable to resist the summons,and the binding, when it came. His invoker had of
coursebeen Joshua Godolphin, and he'd commanded Dowd toserve his line until the end of time. In fact,
Joshua's retire-
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 ment to the safety of his estate had freed Dowd to wanderuntil the old man's demise, when he was
drawn back tooffer his services to Joshua's son Nathaniel, only revealinghis true nature once he'd made
himself indispensable, forfear he was trapped between his bounden duty and the zealof a Christian.

 In fact, Nathaniel had grown into a dissolute of consid?erable proportions by the time Dowd entered his
employ,and could not have cared less what kind of creature Dowdwas as long as he procured the right
kind of company. Andso it had gone on, generation after generation, Dowdchanging his face on occasion
(a simple trick, or feit) so as to conceal his longevity from the withering human world.But the possibility
that one day his double-dealing wouldbe discovered by the Tabula Rasa, and they would searchthrough
their library and find some vicious sway to destroyhim, never entirely left his calculations: especially now,
waiting for the call into their presence.

 That call was an hour and a half in coming, during whichtime he distracted himself thinking about the
shows that were opening in the coming week. Theater remained hisgreat love, and there was scarcely a
production of any sig?nificance he failed to see. On the following Tuesday he hadtickets for the
much-acclaimed Lear at the National and then, two days later, a seat in the stalls for the revival of
Turandotat the Coliseum. Much to look forward to, oncethis wretched interview was over,

 At last the lift hummed into life and one of the Society'syounger members, Giles Bloxham, appeared. At
forty,Bloxham looked twice that age. It took a kind of genius,Godolphin had once remarked when
talking about Blox?ham (he liked to report on the absurdities of the Society,particularly when he was in
his cups), to look so dissipatedand have nothing to regret for it.

 "We're ready for you now," Bloxham, said, indicatingthat Dowd should join him in the lift. "You realize,"
hesaid as they ascended, "that if you're ever tempted tobreathe a word of what you see here, the Society
will eradi-
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 cate you so quickly and so thoroughly your mother won'teven know you existed?"

 This overheated threat sounded ludicrous delivered in Bloxham's nasal whine, but Dowd played the
chastenedfunctionary. "I perfectly understand," he said.

 "It's an extraordinary step," Bloxham continued, "call?ing anyone who isn't a member to a meeting. But
these areextraordinary times. Not that it's any of your business." "Quite so," Dowd said, all innocence.
Tonight he'd take their condescension without argu?ment, he thought, more confident by the day that
some?thing was coming that would rock this tower to itsfoundations. When it did, he'd have his revenge.

 The lift door opened, and Bloxham ordered Dowd tofollow him. The passages that led to the main suite
werestark and uncarpeted; the room he was led into, the same.The drapes were drawn over all the
windows; the enor?mous marble-topped table that dominated the room was litby overhead lamps, the
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wash of their light thrown up on thefive members, two of them women, sitting around it. Tojudge by the
clutter of bottles, glasses, and overfilled ash?trays, and the brooding, weary faces, they had been debat?
ing for many hours. Bloxham poured himself a glass ofwater and took his place. There was one empty
seat:Godolphin's. Dowd was not invited to occupy it but stood at the end of the table, mildly discomfited
by the stares ofhis interrogators. Not one face among them would havebeen known by the populace at
large. Though all of themhad descended from families of wealth and influence, thesewere not public
powers. The Society forbade any member to hold office or take as a spouse an individual who might
invite or arouse the curiosity of the press. It worked in mys?tery, for the demise of mystery. Perhaps it
was that para?dox—more than any other aspect of its nature—whichwould finally undo it.

 At the other end of the table from Dowd, sitting in frontof a heap of newspapers doubtless carrying the
Burke re?ports, sat a professorial man in his sixties, white hair oiledto his scalp, Dowd knew his name
from Godolphin's de-
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 scription: Hubert Shales, dubbed The Sloth by Oscar. Hemoved and spoke with the caution of a
glass-boned theolo?gian.

 "You know why you're here?" he said.

 "He knows," Bloxham put in.

 "Some problem with Mr. Godolphin?" Dowd ventured.

 "He's not here," said one of the women to Dowd's right,her face emaciated beneath a confection of dyed
black hair.Alice Tyrwhitt, Dowd guessed. "That's the problem."

 "So I see," Dowd said.

 "Where the hell is he?" Bloxham demanded.

 "He's traveling," Dowd replied. "I don't think he antici?pated a meeting."

 "Neither did we," said Lionel Wakeman, flushed withthe Scotch he'd imbibed, the bottle lying in the
crook of hisarm.

 "Where's he traveling?" Tyrwhitt asked. "It's impera?tive we find him."

 "I'm afraid I don't know," Dowd said. "His businesstakes him all over the world."

 "Anything respectable?" Wakeman slurred.

 "He's got a number of investments in Singapore,"Dowd replied. "And in India. Would you like me to
pre?pare a dossier? I'm sure he'd be—"

 "Bugger the dossier!" Bloxham said. "We want himhere! Now!"

 "I'm afraid I don't know his precise whereabouts. Some?where in the Far East."
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 The severe but not unalluring woman to Wakeman's leftnow entered the exchange, stabbing her cigarette
in theashtray as she spoke. This could only be Charlotte Feaver: Charlotte the Scarlet, as Oscar called
her. She was the lastof the Roxborough line, he'd said, unless she found a wayto fertilize one of her
girlfriends.

 "This isn't some damn club he can visit when it fuckingwell suits him," she said.

 "That's right," Wakeman put in. "It's a damn poorshow."
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 Shales picked up one of the newspapers in front of him and pitched it down the table in Dowd's
direction.

 "I presume you've read about this body they found inClerkenwell?" he said.

 "Yes. I believe so."

 Shales paused for several seconds, his sparrow eyesgoing from one member to another. Whatever he
wasabout to say, its broaching had been debated before Dowdentered.

 "We have reason to believe that this man Chant did not originate in this Dominion."

 "I'm sorry?" Dowd said, feigning confusion. "1 don'tfollow. Dominion?"

 "Spare us your discretion," Charlotte Feaver said, "Youknow what we're talking about. Oscar hasn't
employed youfor twenty-five years and kept his counsel."

 "I know very little," Dowd protested.

 "But enough to know there's an anniversary imminent,"Shales said.

 My, my, Dowd thought, they're not as stupid as theylook.

 "You mean the Reconciliation?" he said.

 "That's exactly what I mean. This coming mid?summer—"

 "Do we have to spell it out?" Bloxham said. "He al?ready knows more than he should."

 Shales ignored the interruption and was beginning againwhen a voice so far unheard, emanating from a
bulky figuresitting beyond the reach of the light, broke in. Dowd hadbeen waiting for this man, Matthias
McGann, to say hispiece. If the Tabula Rasa had a leader, this was he.

 "Hubert?" he said. "May I?"

 Shales murmured, "Of course."

 "Mr. Dowd," said McGann, "I don't doubt that Oscarhas been indiscreet. We all have our weaknesses.
You mustbe his. Nobody here blames you for listening. But this Soci?ety was created for a very specific
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purpose and on occasionhas been obliged to act with extreme severity in the pursuitof that purpose. I
won't go into details. As Giles says,
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 you're already wiser than any of us would like. But believeme, we will silence any and all who put this
Dominion atrisk."

 He leaned forward. His face announced a man of goodhumor, presently unhappy with his lot.

 "Hubert mentioned that an anniversary is imminent. So it is. And forces with an interest in subverting the
sanity ofthis Dominion may be readying themselves to celebratethat anniversary. So far, this"—he pointed
to the newspa?per—"is the only evidence we'd found of such prepara?tions, but if there are others they
will be swiftly terminated by this Society and its agents. Do you understand?"

 He didn't wait for an answer.

 "This sort of thing is very dangerous," he went on."People start to investigate. Academics. Esoterics.
Theystart to question, and they start to dream."

 "I could see how that would be dangerous," Dowd said.

 "Don't smarm, you smug little bastard," Bloxham burstout. "We all know what you and Godolphin have
beendoing. Tell him, Hubert!"

 "I've traced some artifacts of...nonterrestrial origin. . . that came my way. The trail, as it were, leads
back toOscar Godolphin."

 "We don't know that," Lionel put in. "These buggerslie."

 "I'm satisfied Godolphin's guilty," Alice Tyrwhitt said."And this one with him."

 "I protest," Dowd said.

 "You've been dealing in magic," Bloxham hollered."Admit it!" He rose and slammed the table. "Admit
it!"

 "Sit down, Giles," McGann said.

 "Look at him," Bloxham went on, jabbing his thumb inDowd's direction. "He's guilty as hell."

 "I said sit down," McGann replied, raising his voice everso slightly. Cowed, Bloxham sat. "You're not
on trialhere," McGann said to Dowd. "It's Godolphin we want."

 "So find him," Feaver said.

 "And when you do," Shales said, "tell him I've got a fewitems he may recognize."
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 The table fell silent. Several heads turned in Matthias McGann's direction. "I think that's it," he said.
"Unlessyou have any remarks to make?"

 "I don't believe so," Dowd replied.

 "Then you may go."

 Dowd took his leave without further exchange, escortedas far as the lift by Charlotte Feaver and left to
make thedescent alone. They were better informed than he'd imag?ined, but they were some way from
guessing the truth. Heturned over passages of the interview as he drove back toRegent's Park Road,
committing them to memory for laterrecitation. Wakeman's drunken irrelevancies; Shales's in?discretion;
McGann, smooth as a velvet scabbard. He'd re? peat it all for Godolphin's edification, especially the
cross-questioning about the absentee's whereabouts.

 Somewhere in the East, Dowd had said. East Yzordder-rex, maybe, in the Kesparates built close to the
harborwhere Oscar liked to bargain for contraband brought back from Hakaridek or the islands.
Whether he was there orsome other place, Dowd had no way of fetching him back.He would come
when he would come, and the Tabula Rasa would have to bide its time, though the longer he was away
the more the likelihood grew of one of their number voic? ing the suspicion some of them surely nurtured:
thatGodolphin's dealings in talismans and wantons were onlythe tip of the iceberg. Perhaps they even
suspected he tooktrips.

 He wasn't the only Fifther who'd jaunte4 between Do?minions, of course. There were many routes from
Earth tothe Reconciled Dominions, some safer than others but allused at one time or another, and not
always by magicians.Poets had found their way over (and sometimes back, totell the tale); so had a good
number of priests over the cen?turies, and hermits, meditating on their essence so hard theIn Ovo
enveloped them and spat them into another world.Any soul despairing or inspired enough could get
access.But few in Dowd's experience had made such a common?place of it as Godolphin.

 These were dangerous times for such jaunts, both here
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 and there. The Reconciled Dominions had been under thecontrol of Yzordderrex's Autarch for over a
century, and every time Godolphin returned from a trip he had newsigns of unrest to report. From the
margins of the First Do?minion to Patashoqua and its satellite cities in the Fourth, voices were raised to
stir rebellion. There was as yet noconsensus on how best to overcome the Autarch's tyranny,only a
simmering unrest which regularly erupted in riots orstrikes, the leaders of such mutinies invariably found
and executed. In fact, on occasion the Autarch's suppressions had been more Draconian still. Entire
communities hadbeen destroyed in the name of the Yzordderrexian Empire:tribes and small nations
deprived of their gods, their lands, and their right to procreate, others, simply eradicated by pogroms the
Autarch personally supervised. But none ofthese horrors had dissuaded Godolphin from traveling in the
Reconciled Dominions. Perhaps tonight's eventswould, however, at least until the Society's suspicions
hadbeen allayed.

 Tiresome as it was, Dowd knew he had no choice as to where he went tonight: to the Godolphin estate
and thefolly in its deserted grounds which was Oscar's departureplace. There he would wait, like a dog
grown lonely at itsmaster's absence, until Godolphin's return. Oscar was notthe only one who would have
to muster some excuses in thenear future; so would he. Killing Chant had seemed like awise maneuver at
the time—and, of course, an agreeablediversion on a night without a show to go to—but Dowdhadn't
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predicted the furor it would cause. With hindsight, that had been naive. England loved murder, preferably
with diagrams. And he'd been unlucky, what with the ubiq?uitous Mr. Burke of the Somme and a low
quota of politicalscandals conspiring to make Chant posthumously famous.He would have to be prepared
for Godolphin's wrath. Buthopefully it would be subsumed in the larger anxiety of theSociety's suspicions.
Godolphin would need Dowd to help him calm these suspicions, and a man who needed his dog knew
not to kick it too hard.

                                                                                                                        
                                                                                   7

  

 Gentle called Klein from the airport, minutes before hecaught his flight. He presented Chester with a
severely ed?ited version of the truth, making no mention of Esta-brook's murder plot but explaining that
Jude was ill andhad requested his presence. Klein didn't deliver the tiradethat Gentle had anticipated. He
simply observed, ratherwearily, that if Gentle's word was worth so little after all the effort he, Klein, had
put into finding work for him, itwas perhaps best that they end their business relationshipnow. Gentle
begged him to be a little more lenient, towhich Klein said he'd call Gentle's studio in two days' timeand, if
he received no answer, would assume their deal wasno longer valid.

 "Your dick'll be the death of you," he commented as hesigned off.

 The flight gave Gentle time to think about both that re-,mark and the conversation on Kite Hill, the
memory ofwhich still vexed him. During the exchange itself he'dmoved from suspicion to disbelief to
disgust and finally toacceptance of Estabrook's proposal- But despite the fact that the man had been as
good as his word, providingample funds for the trip, the more Gentle returned to theconversation in
memory, the more that first response—sus?picion—was reawakened. His doubts circled around two
elements of Estabrook's story: the assassin himself (thisMr. Pie, hired out of nowhere) and, more
particularly,around the man who'd introduced Estabrook to his hiredhand: Chant, whose death had been
media fodder for thepast several days.

 The dead man's letter was virtually incomprehensible, as Estabrook had warned, veering from pulpit
rhetoric toopiate invention. The fact that Chant, knowing he wasgoing to be murdered (that much was
cogent), should have
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 chosen to set these nonsenses down as vital informationwas proof of significant derangement. How much
more de?ranged, then, a man like Estabrook, who did business withthis crazy? And by the same token
was Gentle not crazierstill, employed by the lunatic's employer?

 Amid all these fantasies and equivocations, however,there were two irreducible facts: death and Judith.
The for?mer had come to Chant in a derelict house in Clerkenwell;about that there was no ambiguity.
The latter, innocent ofher husband's malice, was probably its next target. His taskwas simple: to come
between the two.

 He checked into his hotel at 52nd and Madison a little afterfive in the afternoon, New York time. From
his window on the fourteenth floor he had a view downtown, but the scenewas far from welcoming. A
gruel of rain, threatening tothicken into snow, had begun to fall as he journeyed infrom Kennedy, and the
weather reports promised cold and more cold. It suited him, however. The gray darkness, to?gether with
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the horn and brake squeals rising from the in?tersection below, fitted his mood of dislocation. As with
London, New York was a city in which he'd had friendsonce, but lost them. The only face he would seek
out herewas Judith's.

 There was no purpose in delaying that search. He or?dered coffee from Room Service, showered,
drank, dressedin his thickest sweater, leather jacket, corduroys, and heavyboots, and headed out. Cabs
were hard to come by, andafter ten minutes of waiting in line beneath the hotel can?opy, he decided to
walk uptown a few blocks and catch apassing cab if he got lucky. If not, the cold would clear hishead.
By the time he'd reached 70th Street the sleet hadbecome a drizzle, and there was a spring in his step.
Tenblocks from here Judith was about some early evening oc?cupation: bathing, perhaps, or dressing for
an evening onthe town. Ten blocks, at a minute a block. Ten minutesuntil he was standing outside the
place where she was.
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 Marlin had been as solicitous as an erring husband sincethe attack, calling her from his office every hour
or so, andseveral times suggesting that she might want to talk with ananalyst, or at very least with one of
his many friends who'd been assaulted or mugged on the streets of Manhattan. She declined the offer.
Physically, she was quite well. Psycho?logically too. Though she'd heard that victims of attackoften
suffered from delayed repercussions—depressionand sleeplessness among them—neither had struck her
yet.It was the mystery of what had happened that kept herawake at night. Who was he, this man who
knew her name,who got up from a collision that should have killed him out?right and still managed to
outrun a healthy man? And whyhad she projected upon his face the likeness of John Za-charias? Twice
she'd begun to tell Marlin about the meet?ing in and outside Bloomingdale's; twice she'd rechannetedthe
conversation at the last moment, unable to face his be?nign condescension. This enigma was hers to
unravel, andsharing it too soon, perhaps at all, might make the solvingimpossible.

 In the meantime, Marlin's apartment felt very secure. There were two doormen: Sergio by day and
Freddy bynight. Marlin had given them both a detailed description ofthe assailant, and instructions to let
nobody up to the sec?ond floor without Ms. Odell's permission, and'even thenthey were to accompany
visitors to the apartment door andescort them out if his guest chose not to see them. Nothing could harm
her as long as she stayed behind closed doors.Tonight, with Marlin working until nine and a late dinner
planned, she'd decided to spend the early evening assigningand wrapping the presents she'd accumulated
on her vari?ous Fifth Avenue sorties, sweetening her labors with wineand music. Marlin's record
collection was chiefly seductionsongs of his sixties adolescence, which suited her fine. Sheplayed
smoochy soul and sipped well-chilled Sauvignon as
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 she pottered, more than content with her own company.Once in a while she'd get up from the chaos of
ribbons andtissue and go to the window to watch the cold. The glasswas misting. She didn't clear it. Let
the world lose focus.She had no taste for it tonight.

 There was a woman standing at one of the third-story win?dows when Gentle reached the intersection,
just gazing out at the street. He watched her for several seconds before thecasual motion of a hand raised
to the back of her neck andrun up through her long hair identified the silhouette as Ju?dith. She made no
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backward glance to signify the presenceof anyone else in the room. She simply sipped from herglass, and
stroked her scalp, and watched the murky night.He had thought it would be easy to approach her, but
now,watching her remotely like this, he knew otherwise.

 The first time he'd seen her—all those years ago—he'd felt something close to panic. His whole system
had beenstirred to nausea as he relinquished power to the sight ofher. The seduction that had followed
had been both anhomage and a revenge: an attempt to control someone whoexercised an authority over
him that defied analysis. Tothis day he didn't understand that authority. She was cer?tainly a bewitching
woman, but then he'd known others every bit as bewitching and not been panicked by them.What was it
about Judith that threw him into such confu?sion now, as then? He watched her until she left the win?
dow; then he watched the window where she'd been; but hewearied of that, finally, and of the chill in his
feet. Heneeded fortification: against the cold, against the woman.He left the corner and trekked a few
blocks east until hefound a bar, where he put two bourbons down his throatand wished to his core that
alcohol had been his addictioninstead of the opposite sex.

 At the sound of the stranger's voice, Freddy, the nightdoorman, rose muttering from his seat in the nook
beside the elevator. There was a shadowy figure visible throughthe ironwork filigree and bulletproof glass
of the front
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 door. He couldn't quite make out the face, but he was cer?tain he didn't know the caller, which was
unusual. He'dworked in the building for five years and knew the namesof most of the occupants' visitors.
Grumbling, he crossedthe mirrored lobby, sucking in his paunch as he caughtsight of himself. Then, with
chilled fingers, he unlocked thedoor. As he opened it he realized his mistake. Though agust of icy wind
made his eyes water, blurring the caller'sfeatures, he knew them well enough. How could he not rec?
ognize his own brother? He'd been about to call him andfind out what was going on in Brooklyn when
he'd heardthe voice and the rapping on the door.

 "What are you doing here, Fly?"

 Fly smiled his missing-toothed smile. "Thought I'd justdrop in," he said.

 "You got some problem?"

 "No, everything's fine," Fly said. Despite all the evi?dence of his senses, Freddy was uneasy. The
shadow on thestep, the wind in his eye, the very fact that Fly was herewhen he never came into the city
on weekdays: it all addedup to something he couldn't quite catch hold of.

 "What you want?" he said. "You shouldn't be here."

 "Here I am, anyway," Fly said, stepping past Freddyinto the foyer. "I thought you'd be pleased to see
me."

 Freddy let the door swing closed, still wrestling with histhoughts. But they went from him the way they
did indreams. He couldn't string Fly's presence and his doubtstogether long enough to know what one
had to do with theother.

 "I think I'll take a look around," Fly was saying, headingtowards the elevator.

 "Wait up! You can't do that."

Page  51



 "What am I going to do? Set fire to the place?"

 "I said no!" Freddy replied and, blurred vision notwith?standing, went after Fly, overtaking him to stand
betweenhis brother and the elevator. His motion dashed the tearsfrom his eyes, and as he came to a halt
he saw the visitorplainly. "You're not Fly!" he said.

 He backed away towards the nook beside the elevator,
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 where he kept his gun, but the stranger was too quick. Hereached for Freddy and, with what seemed no
more than aflick of his wrist, pitched him across the foyer. Freddy letout a yell, but who was going to
come and help? There wasnobody to guard the guard. He was a dead man.

 Across the street, sheltering as best he could from theblasts of wind down Park Avenue, Gentle—who'd
re?turned to his station barely a minute before—caught sightof the doorman scrabbling on the foyer floor.
He crossedthe street, dodging the traffic, reaching the door in time tosee a second figure stepping into the
elevator. He slammedhis fist on the door, yelling to stir the doorman from his stu?por.

 "Let me in! For God's sake, let me in!"

 Two floors above, Jude heard what she took to be a do?mestic argument and, not wanting somebody
else's maritalstrife to sour her fine mood, was crossing to turn up thesoul song on the turntable when
somebody knocked on thedoor.

 "Who's there?" she said.

 The summons came again, not accompanied .by anyreply. She turned the volume down instead of up
and wentto the door, which she'd dutifully bolted and chained. Butthe wine in her system made her
incautious; she fumbledwith the chain and was in the act of opening the door whendoubt entered her
head. Too late. The man on the otherside took instant advantage. The door was slammed wide,and he
came at her with the speed of the vehicle that shouldhave killed him two nights before. There were only
phan?tom traces of the lacerations that had made his face scarletand no hint in his motion of any bodily
harm. He hadhealed miraculously. Only the expression bore an echo ofthat night. It was as pained and as
lost—even now, as he came to kill her—as it had been when they'd faced eachother in the street. His
hands reached for her, silencing herscream behind his palm.

 "Please,"he said.

 If he was asking her to die quietly, he was out of luck.
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 She raised her glass to break it against his face but he inter?cepted her, snatching it from her hand.
"Judith!" he said.

 She stopped struggling at the sound of her name, and hishand dropped from her face.

 "How the fuck do you know who I am?""I don't want to hurt you," he said. His voice wasdowny, his
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breath orange-scented. The perversest desirecame into her head, and she cast it out instantly. This man
had tried to kill her, and this talk now was just an attemptto quiet her till he tried again."Get away from
me.""I have to tell you—"

 He didn't step away, nor did he finish. She glimpsed amovement behind him, and he saw her look,
turning his head in time to meet a blow. He stumbled but didn't fall,turning his motion to an attack with
balletic ease and com?ing back at the other man with tremendous force.

 It wasn't Freddy, she saw. It was Gentle, of all people.The assassin's blow threw him back against the
wall, hittingit so hard he brought books tumbling from the shelves, but before the assassin's fingers found
his throat he delivered a punch to the man's belly that must have touched some ten?der place, because
the assault ceased, and the attacker lethim go, his eyes fixing for the first time on Gentle's face.

 The expression of pain in his face became somethingelse entirely: in some part horror, in some part awe,
but inthe greatest part some sentiment for which she knew noword. Gasping for breath, Gentle registered
little or noneof this but pushed himself up from the wall to relaunch hisattack. The assassin was quick,
however. He was at thedoor and out through it before Gentle could iay hands onhim. Gentle took a
moment to ask if Judith was all right—which she was—then raced in pursuit.

 The snow had come again, its veil dropping between Gen?tle and Pie. The assassin was fast, despite the
hurt donehim, but Gentle was determined not to let the bastard slip.He chased He across Park Avenue
and west on 80th, his
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 heels sliding on the sleet-slickened ground. Twice hisquarry threw him backward glances, and on the
second oc?casion seemed to slow his pace, as if he might stop and at?tempt a truce, but then thought
better of it and put on anextra turn of speed. It carried him over Madison towardsCentral Park. If he
reached its sanctuary, Gentle knew,he'd be gone. Throwing every last ounce of energy into thepursuit,
Gentle came within snatching distance. But evenas he reached for the man he lost his footing. He fell
head?long, his arms flailing, and struck the street hard enough to lose consciousness for a few seconds.
When he opened hiseyes, the taste of blood sharp in his mouth, he expected tosee the assassin
disappearing into the shadows of the park,but the bizarre Mr. Pie was standing at the curb, lookingback
at him. He continued to watch as Gentle got up, hisface betraying a mournful empathy with Gentle's
bruising.Before the chase could begin again he spoke, his voice assoft and melting as the sleet.

 "Don't follow me," he said.

 "You leave her ... the fuck ... alone," Gentle gasped,knowing even as he spoke he had no way of
enforcing thisedict in his present state.

 But the man's reply was affirmation. "I will," he said."But please, I beg you ... forget you ever set eyes on
me."

 As he spoke he began to take a backward step, and foran instant Gentle's dizzied brain almost thought it
possiblethe man would retreat into nothingness: be proved spiritrather than substance.

 "Who are you?" he found himself asking.

 "Pie 'oh' pah," the man returned, his voice perfectlymatched to the soft expellations of those syllables.
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 "But who?"

 "Nobody and nothing," came the second reply, accom?panied by a backward step.

 He took another and another, each pace putting further layers of sleet between them. Gentle began to
follow, butthe fall had left him aching in every joint, and he knew the chase was lost before he'd hobbled
three yards. He pushed
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 himself on, however, reaching one side of Fifth Avenue asPie 'oh' pah made the other. The street
between them wasempty, but the assassin spoke across it as if across a ragingriver.

 "Go back," he said. "Or if you come, be prepared..,."Absurd as it was, Gentle answered as if there were
white waters between them. "Prepared for what?" heshouted.

 The man shook his head, and even across the street,with the sleet between them, Gentle could see how
muchdespair and confusion there was on his face. He wasn'tcertain why the expression made his stomach
churn, butchum it did. He started to cross the street, plunging a foot into the imaginary flood. The
expression on the assassin's face changed: despair gave way to disbelief, and disbeliefto a kind of terror,
as though this fording was unthink?able, unbearable. With Gentle halfway across the streetthe man's
courage broke. The shaking of the head be?came a violent fit of denial, and he let out a strange sob,
throwing back his head as he did so. Then he retreated, ashe had before, stepping away from the object
of his ter?ror—Gentle—as though expecting to forfeit his visibility. If there was such magic in the
world—and tonight Gentlecould believe it—the assassin was not an adept. But hisfeet could do what
magic could not. As Gentle reachedthe river's other bank Pie 'oh' pah turned and fled, throw?ing himself
over the wall into the park without seeming tocare what lay on the other side: anything to be out of
Gentle's sight.

 There was no purpose in following any further. Thecold was already making Gentle's bruised bones ache
fiercely, and in such a condition the two'blocks back toJude's apartment would be a long and painful
trek. By thetime he made it the sleet had soaked through every layerof his clothing. With his teeth
chattering, his mouth bleed?ing, and his hair flattened to his skull he could not havelooked less appealing
as he presented himself at the frontdoor. Jude was waiting in the lobby, with the shame-faced
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 doorman. She came to Gentle's aid as soon as he ap?peared, the exchange between them short and
functional:Was he badly hurt? No. Did the man get away? Yes.

 "Come upstairs," she said. "You need some medical at?tention."

                                                                                                                        
                                                                                   3

  

 There had been too much drama in Jude and Gentle's re?union already tonight for them to add more to
it, so therewas no gushing forth of sentiment on either side. Jude at?tended to Gentle with her usual
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pragmatism. He declined a shower but bathed his face and wounded extremities, deli?cately sluicing the
grit from the palms of his hands. Then hechanged into a selection of dry clothes she'd found in Mar-lin's
wardrobe, though Gentle was both taller and leanerthan the absent lender. As he did so, Jude asked if he
wanted to have a doctor examine him. He thanked her butsaid no, he'd be fine. And so he was, once dry
and clean:aching, but fine.

 "Did you call the police?" he asked, as he stood at thekitchen door watching her brew Darjeeling.

 "It's not worth it," she said. "They already know aboutthis guy from the last time. Maybe I'll get Marlin to
callthem later."

 "This is his second try?" She nodded. "Well, if it's anycomfort, I don't think he'll try again."

 "What makes you say that?"

 "Because he looked about ready to throw himself under a car."

 "I don't think that'd do him much harm," she said, andwent on to tell him about the incident in the Village,
finish?ing up with the assassin's miraculous recovery.

 "He should be dead," she said. "His face was smashed up...it was a wonder he could even stand. Do
you wantsugar or milk?"

 "Maybe a dash of Scotch. Does Marlin drink?"

 "He's not a connoisseur like you."

 CLIVE BARKER

 Gentle laughed. "Is that how you describe me? The al?coholic Gentle?"

 "No. To tell the truth, I don't really describe you at all,"she said, slightly abashed. "I mean I'm sure I've
mentionedyou to Marlin in passing, but you're...I don't know . . .you're a guilty secret."

 This echo of Kite Hill brought his hirer to mind. "Have you spoken to Estabrook?" he said.

 "Why should I do that?"

 "He's been trying to contact you."

 "I don't want to talk to him."

 She put his tea down on the table in the living room,sought out the Scotch, and set it beside the cup.

 "Help yourself," she said.

 "You're not having a dram?"

 "Tea, but no whisky. My brain's crazed enough as it is."She crossed back to the window, taking her tea.
"There's somuch I don't understand about all of this," she said. "Tostart with, why are you here?"
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 "I hate to sound melodramatic, but I really think youshould sit down before we have this discussion."

 "Just tell me what's going on," she said, her voicetainted with accusation. "How long have you been
watch?ing me?"

 "Just a few hours."

 "I thought I saw you following me a couple of days ago."

 "Not me. I was in London until this morning."

 She looked puzzled at this. "So what do you know aboutthis man who's trying to kill me?"

 "He said his name was Pie 'oh' pah."

 "I don't give a fuck what his name is," she said, her showof detachment finally dropping away. "Who is
he? Whydoes he want to hurt me?"

 "Because he was hired."

 "He was what?"

 "He was hired. By Estabrook."

 Tea slopped from her cup as a shudder passed throughher. "To kill me?" she said. "He hired someone to
kill me?I don't believe you. That's crazy."
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 "He's obsessed with you, Jude. It's his way of makingsure you don't belong to anybody else."

 She drew the cup up to her face, both hands clutchedaround it, the knuckles so white it was a wonder
the chinadidn't crack like an egg. She sipped, her face obscured. Then, the same denial, but more flatly:
"I don't believeyou."

 "He's been trying to speak to you to warn you. He hired this man, then changed his mind."

 "How do you know all of-this?" Again, the accusation.

 "He sent me to stop it."

 "Hired you too?"

 It wasn't pleasant to hear it from her lips, but yes, hesaid, he was just another hireling. It was as though
Esta?brook had set two dogs on Judith's heels—one bringingdeath, the other life—and let fate decide
which caught upwith her first.

 "Maybe I will have some booze," she said, and crossedto the table to pick up the bottle.

 He stood to pour for her but his motion was enough tostop her in her tracks, and he realized she was
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afraid of him.He handed her the bottle at arm's length. She didn't.take it.

 "I think maybe you should go," she said. "Marlin'll behome soon. I don't want you here...."

 He understood her nervousness but felt ill treated bythis change of tone. As he'd hobbled back through
the sleeta tiny part of him had hoped her gratitude would include anembrace, or at least a few words that
would let him knowshe felt something for him. But he was tarred with Esta-brook's guilt. He wasn't her
champion, he was her enemy'sagent.

 "If that's what you want," he said.

 "It's what I want."

 "Just one request? If you tell the police about Esta?brook, will you keep me out of it?"

 "Why? Are you back at the old business with Klein?"

 "Let's not get into why. Just pretend you never saw

 me.

 She shrugged. "I suppose I can do that."
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 "Thank you," he said. "Where did you put my clothes?"

 "They won't be dry. Why don't you just keep the stuffyou're wearing?"

 "Better not," he said, unable to resist a tiny jab. "Younever know what Marlin might think."

 She didn't rise to the remark, but let him go and change.The clothes had been left on the heated towel
rack in thebathroom, which had taken some of the chill off them, butinsinuating himself into their
dampness was almost enoughto make him retract his jibe and wear the absent lover'sclothes. Almost, but
not quite. Changed, he returned to the living room to find her standing at the window again, as ifwatching
for the assassin's return.

 "What did you say his name was?" she said.

 "Something like Pie 'oh' pah."

 "What language is that? Arabic?"

 "I don't know."

 "Well, did you tell him Estabrook had changed hismind? Did you tell him to leave me alone?"

 "I didn't get a chance," he said, lamely.

 "So he could still come back and try again?"
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 "Like I said, I don't think he will."

 "He's tried twice. Maybe he's out there thinking, Thirdtime lucky. There's something . . . unnatural
about him,Gentle. How the hell could he heal so fast?"

 "Maybe he wasn't as badly hurt as he looked."She didn't seem convinced. "A name like that...he
shouldn't be difficult to trace."

 "I don't know, I think men like him ... they're almostinvisible."

 "Marlin'H know what to do.""Good for Marlin."

 She drew a deep breath. "I should thank you, though,"she said, her tone as far from gratitude as it was
possible toget.

 "Don't bother," he replied. "I'm just a hired hand. I wasonly doing it for the money."
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 From the shadows of a doorway on 79th Street, Pie 'oh' pahwatched John Furie Zacharias emerge from
the apartmentbuilding, pull the collar of his jacket up around his barenape, and scan the street north and
south, looking for a cab.It was many years since the assassin's eyes had taken thepleasure they did now,
seeing him. In the time between, theworld had changed in so many ways. But this man lookedunchanged.
He was a constant, freed from alteration by hisown forgetfulness; always new to himself, and therefore
ageless. Pie envied him. For Gentle time was a vapor, dis?solving hurt and self-knowledge. For Pie it
was a sack intowhich each day, each hour, dropped another stone, bend?ing the spine until it creaked.
Nor, until tonight, had hedared entertain any hope of release. But here, walkingaway down Park Avenue,
was a man in whose power it lay to make whole all broken things, even Pie's wounded spirit.Indeed,
especially that. Whether it was chance or the cov?ert workings of the Unbeheld that had brought them
to?gether this way, there was surely significance in theirreunion.

 Minutes before, terrified by the scale of what was un?folding, Pie had attempted to drive Gentle away
and, hav?ing failed, had fled. Now such fear seemed stupid. Whatwas there to be afraid of? Change?
That would be wel?come. Revelation? The same. Death? What did an assassincare for death? If it came,
it came; it was no reason to turnfrom opportunity. He shuddered. It was cold here in thedoorway; cold in
the century too. Especially for a soul like his, that loved the melting season, when the rise of sap andsun
made all things seem possible. Until now, he'd given uphope that such a burgeoning time would ever
come again. He'd been obliged to commit too many crimes in this joy?less world. He'd broken too many
hearts. So had they both,most likely. But what if they were obliged to seek that elu?sive spring for the
good of those they'd orphaned and an-
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 guished? What if it was their duty to hope? Then his deny?ing of this near reunion, his fleeing from it,
was just anothercrime to be laid at his feet. Had these lonely years madehim a coward? Never.

 Clearing his tears, he left the doorstep and pursued thedisappearing figure, daring to believe as he went
that theremight yet be another spring, and a summer of reconcilia?tions to follow.

                                                            8
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 when he got back to the hotel,Gentle's first instinct wasto call Jude. She'd made her feelings towards him
abun?dantly clear, of course, and common sense decreed that heleave this little drama to fizzle out, but
he'd glimpsed toomany enigmas tonight to be able to shrug off his uneaseand walk away. Though the
streets of this city were solid, their buildings numbered and named, though the avenues were bright
enough even at night to banish ambiguity, hestill felt as though he was on the margin of some unknown
land, in danger of crossing into it without realizing he waseven doing so. And if he went, might Jude not
also follow?Determined though she was to divide her life from his, theobscure suspicion remained in him
that their fates were in?terwoven.

 He had no logical explanation for this. The feeling was a mystery, and mysteries weren't his specialty.
They were thestuff of after-dinner conversation, when—mellowed bybrandy and candlelight—people
confessed to fascinationsthey wouldn't have broached an hour earlier. Under such influence he'd heard
rationalists confess their devotion totabloid astrologies; heard atheists lay claim to heavenlyvisitations;
heard tales of psychic siblings and propheticdeathbed pronouncements. They'd all been amusingenough,
in their way. But this was something different. Thiswas happening to him, and it made him afraid.

 He finally gave in to his unease. He located Martin'snumber and called the apartment. The lover boy
picked up.
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 He sounded agitated and became more so when Gentleidentified himself.

 "I don't know what your goddamn game is," he said.

 "It's no game," Gentle told him.

 "You just keep away from this apartment—"

 "I've no intention—"

 "—because if I see your face, I swear—"

 "Can I speak to Jude?"

 "Judith's not—"

 "I'm on the other line," Jude said.

 "Judith, put down the phone! You don't want to be talk?ing with this scum."

 "Calm down, Marlin."

 "You heard her, Mervin. Calm down."

 Marlin slammed down the receiver.

 "Suspicious, is he?" Gentle said.
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 "He thinks this is all your doing."

 "So you told him about Estabrook?"

 "No, not yet."

 "You're just going to blame the hired hand, is that it?"

 "Look, I'm sorry about some of the things I said. Iwasn't thinking straight. If it hadn't been for you maybe
I'dbe dead by now."

 "No maybe about it," Gentle said. "Our friend Piemeant business."

 "He meant something," she replied. "But I'm not sure itwas murder."

 "He was trying to smother you, Jude."

 "Was he? Or was he just trying to hush me? He had sucha strange look—"

 "I think we should talk about this face to face," Gentle said. "Why don't you slip away from lover boy for
a late-night drink? I can pick you up right outside your building.You'll be quite safe."

 "I don't think that's such a good idea. I've got packing todo. I've decided to go back to London
tomorrow."

 "Was that planned?"

 "No. I'd just feel more secure if I was at home."

 "Is Mervin going with you?"
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 "It's Marlin. And no, he isn't."

 "More fool him."

 "Look, I'd better go. Thanks for thinking of me."

 "It's no hardship," he said. "And if you get lonely be?tween now and tomorrow morning—"

 "I won't."

 "You never know. I'm at the Omni. Room one-oh-three. There's a double bed."

 "You'll have plenty of room, then."

 "I'll be thinking of you," he said. He paused, thenadded, "I'm glad I saw you."

 "I'm glad you're glad."
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 "Does that mean you're not?"

 "It means I've got packing to do. Good night, Gentle."

 "Good night."

 "Have fun."

 He did what little packing of his own he had to do, thenordered up a small supper: a club sandwich, ice
cream,bourbon, and coffee. The warmth of the room after the icystreet and its exertions made him feel
sluggish. He un?dressed and ate his supper naked in front of the television,picking the crumbs from his
pubic hair like lice. By the timehe got to the ice cream he was too weary to eat, so hedowned the
bourbon—which instantly took its toll—and retired to bed, leaving the television on in the next room,its
sound turned down to a soporific burble.

 His body and his mind went about their different busi?nesses. The former, freed from conscious
instruction,breathed, rolled, sweated, and digested. The latter wentdreaming. First, of Manhattan served
on a plate, sculpted in perfect detail. Then of a waiter, speaking in a whisper,asking if sir wanted night;
and of night coming in the form of a blueberry syrup, poured from high above the plate andfalling in
viscous folds upon the streets and towers. Then,Gentle walking in those streets, between those towers,
hand in hand with a shadow, the company of which he washappy to keep, and which turned when they
reached an in-
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 tersection and laid its feather finger upon the middle of hisbrow, as though Ash Wednesday were
dawning.

 He liked the touch and opened his mouth to lightly lickthe ball of the shadow's hand. It stroked the place
again.He shuddered with pleasure, wishing he could see into thedarkness of this other and know Its face.
In straining to see, he opened his eyes, body and mind converging once again.He was back in his hotel
room, the only light the flicker ofthe television, reflected in the gloss of a half-open door.Though he was
awake the sensation continued, and to itwas added sound: a milky sigh that excited him. There wasa
woman in the room.

 "Jude?" he said.

 She pressed her cool palm against his open mouth, hush?ing his inquiry even as she answered it. He
couldn't distin?guish her from the darkness, but any lingering doubt thatshe might belong to the dream
from which he'd risen wasdispatched as her hand went from his mouth to his bare chest. He reached up
in the darkness to take hold of her face and bring it down to his mouth, glad that the murkconcealed the
satisfaction he wore. She'd come to him.After all the signals of rejection she'd sent out at the apart?ment
—despite Marlin, despite the dangerous streets, de?spite the hour, despite their bitter history—she'd
come,bearing the gift of her body to his bed.

 Though he couldn't see her, the darkness was a blackcanvas, and he painted her there to perfection, her
beautygazing down on him. His hands found her flawless cheeks.They were cooler than her hands, which
were on his bellynow, pressing harder as she hoisted herself over him. Therewas everywhere in their
exchange an exquisite syn-chronicity. He thought of her tongue and tasted it; he imag?ined her breasts,
and she took his hands to them; he wishedshe would speak, and she spoke (oh, how she spoke), words
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he hadn't dared admit he'd wanted to hear.

 "I had to do this ..." she said.

 "I know. I know."

 "Forgive me."

 "What's to forgive?"
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 "I can't be without you, Gentle. We belong to eachother, like man and wife."

 With her here, so close after such an absence, the idea ofmarriage didn't seem so preposterous. Why
not claim hernow and forever?

 "You want to marry me?" he murmured.

 "Ask me again another night," she replied.

 "I'm asking you now."

 She put her hand back upon that anointing place in themiddle of his brow. "Hush," she said. "What you
want nowyou might not want tomorrow...."

 He opened his mouth to disagree, but the thought lostits way between his brain and his tongue,
distracted by the small circular motions she was making on his forehead. Acalm emanated from the place,
moving down through historso and out to his fingertips. With it, the pain of his bruis?ing faded. He raised
his hands above his head, stretching tolet bliss run through him freely. Released from aches he'dbecome
accustomed to, his body felt new minted: gleaminginvisibly.

 "I want to be inside you," he said.

 "How far?"

 "All the way."

 He tried to divide the darkness and catch some glimpseof her response, but his sight was a poor
explorer and re?turned from the unknown without news. Only a flickerfrom the television, reflected in the
^loss of his eye andthrown up against the blank darkness, lent him the illusion of a luster passing through
her body, opaline. He started to sit up, seeking her face, but she was already moving down the bed, and
moments later he felt her lips on his stomach,and then upon the head of his cock, which she took into her
mouth by degrees, her tongue playing on it as she went,until he thought he would lose control. He warned
her witha murmur, was released and, a breath later, swallowedagain.

 The absence of sight lent potency to her touch. He feltevery motion of tongue and tooth in play upon
him, hisprick, particularized by her appetite, becoming vast in his
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 mind's eye until it was his body's size: a veiny torso and ablind head lying on the bed of his belly wet
from end toend, straining and shuddering, while she, the darkness,swallowed him utterly. He was only
sensation now, and she its supplier, his body enslaved by bliss,, unable to rememberits making or
conceive of its undoing. God, but she knewhow he liked to be pleasured, taking care not to stale his
nerves with repetition, but cajoling his juice into cells al?ready brimming, until he was ready to come in
blood andbe murdered by her work, willingly.

 Another skitter of light behind his eye broke the hold ofsensation, and he was once again entire—his
prick its mod?est length—and she not darkness but a body through whichwaves of iridescence seemed
to pass. Only seemed, heknew. This was his sight-starved eyes' invention. Yet itcame again, a sinuous
light, sleeking her, then going out.Invention or not it made him want her more completely, and he put his
arms beneath her shoulders, lifting her upand off him. She rolled over to his side, and he reachedacross to
undress her. Now that she was lying against white sheets her form was visible, albeit vaguely. She moved
be?neath his hand, raising her body to his touch.

 "Inside you . . ." he said, rummaging through the dampfolds of her clothes.

 Her presence beside him had stilled; her breathing lostits irregularity. He bared her breasts, put his
tongue tothem as his hands went down to the belt of her skirt, to findthat she'd changed for the trip and
was wearing jeans. Herhands were on the belt, almost as if to deny him. But hewouldn't be delayed or
denied. He pulled the jeans downaround her hips, feeling skin so smooth beneath his handsit was almost
fluid; her whole body a slow curve, like awave about to break over him.

 For the first time since she'd appeared she said hisname, tentatively, as though in this darkness she'd
sud?denly doubted he was real.

 "I'm here," he replied. "Always."

 "This is what you want?" she said.
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 "Of course it is. Of course," he replied, and put his handon her sex.

 This time the iridescence, when it came, was almostbright, and fixed in his head the image of her crotch,
hisfingers sliding over and between her labia. As the lightwent, leaving its afterglow on his blind eyes, he
was vaguelydistracted by a ringing sound, far off at first but closer with every repetition. The telephone,
damn it! He did his best to ignore it, failed, and reached out to the bedside table whereit sat, throwing the
receiver off its cradle and returning toher in one graceless motion. The body beneath him wasonce again
perfectly still. He climbed on top of her and slid inside. It was like being sheathed in silk. She put her
handsup around his neck, her fingers strong, and raised her heada little way off the bed to meet his
kisses. Though theirmouths were clamped together he could hear her saying hisname— "Gentle?
Gentle?"—with that same questioningtone she'd had before. He didn't let memory divert himfrom his
present pleasure, but found his rhythm: long<, slowstrokes. He remembered her as a woman who liked
him totake his time. At the height of their affair they'd made love from dusk to dawn on several
occasions, toying and teas?ing, stopping to bathe so they'd have the bliss of workingup a second sweat.
But this was an encounter that had none of the froth of those liaisons. Her fingers were digging hardat his
back, pulling him onto her with each thrust. And stillhe heard her voice, dimmed by the veils of his
self-con?sumption: "Gentle? Are you there?"
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 "I'm here," he murmured.

 A fresh tide of light was rising through them both, theerotic becoming a visionary toil as he watched it
sweepover their skin, its brightness intensifying with every thrust.

 Again she asked him, "Are you there?"

 How could she doubt it? He was never more presentthan in this act, never more comprehending of
himself than when buried in the other sex.

 "I'm here," he said.

 Yet she asked again, and this time, though his mind wasstewed in bliss, the tiny voice of reason
murmured that it
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 wasn't his lady who was asking the question at all, but thewoman on the telephone. He'd thrown the
receiver off the hook, but she was haranguing the empty line, demandinghe reply. Now he listened. There
was no mistaking thevoice. It was Jude. And if Jude was on the line, who thefuck was he fucking?

 Whoever it was, she knew the deception was over. Shedug deeper into the flesh of his lower back and
buttocks, raising her hips to press him deeper into her still, her sextightening around his cock as though to
prevent him fromleaving her unspent. But he was sufficiently master of him?self to resist and pulled out of
her, his heart thumping likesome crazy locked up in the cell of his chest.

 "Who the hell are you?"he yelled.

 Her hands were still upon him. Their heat and their de?mand, which had so aroused him moments
before, un?nerved him now. He threw her off and started to reachtowards the lamp on the bedside table.
She took hold of hiserection as he did so and slid her palm along the shaft. Hertouch was so persuasive
he almost succumbed to the idea ofentering her again, taking her anonymity as carte blancheand indulging
in the darkness every last desire he coulddredge up. She was putting her mouth where her hand hadbeen,
sucking him into her. He regained in two heartbeats the hardness he'd lost.

 Then the whine of the empty line reached his ears. Judehad given up trying to make contact. Perhaps
she'd heardhis panting and the promises he'd been making in the dark.The thought brought new rage. He
took hold of thewoman's head and pulled her from his lap. What couldhave possessed him to want
somebody he couldn't evensee? And what kind of whore offered herself that way?Diseased? Deformed?
Psychotic? He had to see. Howeverrepulsive, he had to see!

 He reached for the lamp a second time, feeling the bed shake as the harridan prepared to make her
escape. Fum?bling for the switch, he brought the lamp off its perch. Itdidn't smash, but its beams were
cast up at the ceiling,throwing a gauzy light down on the room below. Suddenly
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 fearful she'd attack him, he turned without picking thelamp up, only to find that the woman had already
claimedher clothes from the snarl of sheets and was retreating tothe bedroom door. His eyes had been
feeding on darknessand projections for too long, and now, presented with solidreality, they were
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befuddled. Half concealed by shadow thewoman was a mire of shifting forms—face blurred, body
smeared, pulses of iridescence, slow now, passing from toesto head. The only fixable element in this flux
was her eyes,which stared back at him mercilessly. He wiped his handfrom brow to chin in the hope of
sloughing the illusion off,and in these seconds she opened the door to make her es?cape. He leapt from
the bed, still determined to get past his confusions to the grim truth he'd coupled with, but she wasalready
halfway through the door, and the only way hecould stop her was to seize hold of her arm.

 Whatever power had deranged his senses, its bluff wascalled when he made contact with her. The roiling
forms ofher face resolved themselves like pieces of a multifacetedjigsaw, turning and turning as they
found their place, con?cealing countless other configurations—rare, wretched,bestial, dazzling—behind
the shell of a congruous reality.He knew the features, now that they'd come to rest. Herewere the
ringlets, framing a face of exquisite symmetry.Here were the scars that healed with such unnatural speed.
Here were the lips that hours before bad described theirowner as nothing and nobody. It was a lie! This
nothing hadtwo functions at least: assassin and whore. This nobody hada name.

 "Pie'oh'pah!"

 Gentle let go of the man's arm as though it were venom?ous. The form before him didn't redissolve,
however, forwhich fact Gentle was only half glad. That hallucinatorychaos had been distressing, but the
solid thing it had con?cealed appalled him more. Whatever sexual imaginingshe'd shaped in the darkness
—Judith's face, Judith'sbreasts, belly, sex—all of them had been an illusion. Thecreature he'd coupled
with, almost shot his load into, didn'teven share her sex.
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 He was neither a hypocrite nor a puritan. He loved sextoo much to condemn any expression of lust, and
thoughhe'd discouraged the homosexual courtships he'd at?tracted, it was out of indifference, not
revulsion. So theshock he felt now was fueled more by the power of the de?ceit worked upon him than
by the sex of the deceiver.

 "What have you done to me?" was all he could say."What have you done?"

 Pie 'oh' pah stood his ground, knowing perhaps that hisnakedness was his best defense.

 "I wanted to heal you," he said. Though it trembled,there was music in his voice.

 "You put some drug in me."

 "No!" Pie said.

 "Don't give me no\ I thought you were Judith! You letme think you were Judith!" He looked down at his
hands,then up at the hard, lean body in front of him. "I felt her,not you." Again, the same complaint.
"What have youdone to me?"

 "I gave you what you wanted," Pie said.

 Gentle had no retort to this. In its way, it was the truth.Scowling, he sniffed his palms, thinking there
might betraces of some drug in his sweat. But there was only thestench of sex on him, of the heat of the
bed behind him.
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 "You'll sleep it off," Pie said.

 "Get the fuck out of here," Gentle replied. "And if yougo anywhere near Jude again, I swear...I swear . .
. I'lltake you apart."

 "You're obsessed with her, aren't you?"

 "None of your fucking business."

 "It'll do you harm."

 "Shut up."

 "It will, I'm telling you."

 "I told you," Gentle yelled, "shut the fuck up!"

 "She doesn't belong to you," came the reply.

 The words ignited new fury in Gentle. He reached forPie and took him by the throat. The bundle of
clothesdropped from the assassin's arm, leaving him naked. Buthe put up no defense; he simply raised his
hands and laid
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 them lightly on Gentle's shoulders. The gesture only in?furiated Gentle further. He let out a stream of
invective,but the placid face before him took both spittle and spleenwithout flinching. Gentle shook him,
digging his thumbs into the man's throat to stop his windpipe. Still he neither resisted nor succumbed, but
stood in front of his attackerlike a saint awaiting martyrdom.

 Finally, breathless with rage and exertion, Gentle let gohis hold and threw Pie back, stepping away from
the crea?ture with a glimmer of superstition in his eyes. Why hadn't the fellow fought back or fallen?
Anything but this sicken?ing passivity.

 "Get out," Gentle told him.

 Pie still stood his ground, watching him with forgivingeyes.

 "Will you get out?" Gentle said again, more softly, andthis time the martyr replied.

 "If you wish."

 "I wish."

 He watched Pie 'oh' pah stoop to pick up the scatteredclothes. Tomorrow, this would all come clear in
his head,he thought. He'd have shat this delirium out of his system,and these events—Jude, the chase, his
near rape at thehands of the assassin—would be a tale to tell Klein andClem and Taylor when he got
back to London. They'd beentertained. Aware now that he was mo"re naked than theother man, he
turned to the bed and dragged a sheet off itto cover himself with.

 There was a strange moment then, when he knew thebastard was still in the room, still watching him, and
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all he could do was wait for him to leave. Strange because it re?minded him of other bedroom partings:
sheets tangled,sweat cooling, confusion and self-reproach keeping glancesat bay. He waited, and waited,
and finally heard the doorclose. Even then he didn't turn, but listened to the room tobe certain there was
only one breath in it: his own. When hefinally looked back and saw that Pie 'oh' pah had gone, hepulled
the sheet up around him like a toga, concealing him-
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 self from the absence in the room, which stared back at himtoo much like a reflection for his peace of
mind. Then he locked the suite door and stumbled back to bed, listeningto his drugged head whine like
the empty telephone line.

 9

 Oscar Esmond Godolphin always recited a little prayer inpraise of democracy when, after one of his
trips to the Do?minions, he stepped back onto English soil. Extraordinaryas those visits were—and as
warmly welcomed as he foundhimself in the diverse Kesparates of Yzordderrex—thecity-state was an
autocracy of the most extreme kind, its ex?cesses dwarfing the repressions of the country he'd beenborn
in. Especially of late. Even his great friend and busi?ness partner in the Second Dominion, Hebbert
Nuits-St-Georges, called Peccable by those who knew him well, amerchant who had made substantial
profit from the super?stitious and the woebegone in the Second Dominion, regu?larly remarked that the
order of Yzordderrex was growingless stable by the day and he would soon take his family outof the city,
indeed out of the Dominion entirely, and find anew home where he would not have to smell burning bod?
ies when he opened his windows in the morning. So far, itwas only talk. Godolphin knew Peccable well
enough to becertain that until he'd exhausted his supply of idols, relics,and jujus from the Fifth and could
make no more profit,he'd stay put. And given that it was Godolphin himself whosupplied these
items—most were simply terrestrial trivia,revered in the Dominions because of their place of origin—and
given that he would not cease to do so as long as the fever of collection was upon him and he could
exchangesuch items for artifacts from the Imajica, Peccable's busi?ness would flourish. It was a trade in
talismans, and neitherman was likely to tire of it soon.
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 Nor did Godolphin tire of being an Englishman in thatmost un-English of cities. He was instantly
recognizable inthe small but influential circle he kept. A large man inevery way, he was tall and
big-bellied: bellicose when fond?est, hearty when not. At fifty-two he had long ago found hisstyle and
was more than comfortable with it. True, he con?cealed his second and third chins beneath a gray-brown
beard that only got an efficient trimming at the hands ofPeccable's eldest daughter, Hoi-Polloi. True, he
attemptedto look a little more learned by wearing silver-rimmedspectacles that were dwarfed by his large
face but were, he thought, all the more pedagoguish because they didn't flat?ter. But these were little
deceits. They helped to make himunmistakable, which he liked. He wore his thinning hairshort and his
collars long, preferring for dress a clash oftweeds and a striped shirt; always a tie; invariably a
waist?coat. All in all, a difficult sight to ignore, which suited himfine. Nothing was more likely to bring a
smile to his facethan being told he was talked about. It was usually with af?fection.

 There was no smile on his face now, however, as hestepped out of the site of the Reconciliation
—known eu?phemistically as the Retreat—to find Dowd sitting perchedon a shooting stick a few yards
from the door. It was early afternoon but the sun was already low.in the sky, the air aschilly as Dowd's
welcome. It was almost enough to makehim turn around and go back to Yzordderrex, revolutionor no.
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 "Why do I think you haven't come here with sparklingnews?" he said.

 Dowd rose with his usual theatricality. "I'm afraidyou're absolutely correct," he said.

 "Let me guess: the government fell! The house burneddown." His face dropped. "Not my brother?" he
said. "NotCharlie?" He tried to read Dowd's face. "What: dead? Amassive coronary. When was the
funeral?"

 "No, he's alive. But the problem lies with him."

 "Always has. Always has. Will you fetch my goods and
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 chattels out of the folly? We'll talk as we walk. Go on in,will you? There's nothing there that's going to
bite."

 Dowd had stayed out of the Retreat all the time he'dwaited for Godolphin (a wearisome three days),
eventhough it would have given him some measure of protec?tion against the bitter cold. Not that his
system was suscep? tible to such discomforts, but he fancied himself anempathic soul, and his time on
Earth had taught him to feel cold as an intellectual concept, if not a physical one, and hemight have
wished to take shelter. Anywhere other than the Retreat. Not only had many esoterics died there (andhe
didn't enjoy the proximity of death unless he'd been itsbringer), but the Retreat was a passing place
between theFifth Dominion and the other four, including, of course,the home from which he was in
permanent exile. To be so close to the door through which his home lay, and be pre? vented by the
conjurations of his first keeper, JoshuaGodolphin, from opening that door, was painful. The coldwas
preferable.

 He stepped inside now, however, having no choice inthe matter. The Retreat had been built in
neoclassical style:twelve marble pillars rising to support a dome that calledfor decoration but had none.
The plainness of the whole lent it gravity and a certain functionalism which was notinappropriate. It was,
after all, no more than a station, builtto serve countless passengers and now used by only one.On the
floor, set in the middle of the elaborate mosaic thatappeared to be the building's sole concession to
prettifica-tion but was in fact the evidence of its true purpose, were the bundles of artifacts Godolphin
brought back from histravels, neatly tied up by Hoi-Polloi Nuits-St.-Georges, the knots encrusted with
scarlet sealing wax. It was her presentdelight, this business with the wax, and Dowd cursed it,given that it
fell to him to unpack these treasures. Hecrossed to the center of the mosaic, light on his heels. Thiswas
tremulous terrain, and he didn't trust it. But momentslater he emerged with his freight, to find that
Godolphin was already marching out of the copse that screened the
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 Retreat from both the house (empty, of course; in ruins) and any casual spy who peered over the wall.
He took adeep breath and went after his master, knowing the expla?nation ahead would not be easy.

 2

 "So they've summoned me, have they?" Oscar said, as theydrove back into London, the traffic
thickening with thedusk. "Well, let them wait."

Page  68



 "You're not going to tell them you're here?"

 "In my time, not in theirs. This is a mess, Dowdy. Awretched mess."

 "You told me to help Estabrook if he needed it."

 "Helping him hire an assassin isn't what I had in mind."

 "Chant was very discreet."

 "Death makes you that way, I find. You really havemade a pig's ear of the whole thing."

 "I protest," said Dowd. "What else was I supposed todo? You knew he wanted the woman dead, and
youwashed your hands of it."

 "All true," said Godolphin. "She is dead, I assume?"

 "I don't think so. I've been scouring the papers, andthere's no mention."

 "So why did you have Chant killed?"

 Here Dowd was more cautious in his account. If he saidtoo little, Godolphin would suspect him of
concealment.Too much, and the larger picture might become apparent.The longer his employer stayed in
ignorance of the scale ofthe stakes, the better. He proffered two explanations, bothready and waiting.

 "For one thing, the man was more unreliable than I'dthought. Drunk and maudlin half the time. And I
think heknew more than was good for either you or your brother.He might have ended up finding out
about your travels."

 "Instead it's the Society that's suspicious."

 "It's unfortunate the way these things turn out."

 "Unfortunate, my arse. A total balls-up is what it is."

 "I'm very sorry."
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 "I know you are, Dowdy," Oscar said. "The point is,where do we find a scapegoat?"

 "Your brother?"

 "Perhaps," Godolphin replied, cannily concealing thedegree to which this suggestion found favor.

 "When should I tell them you've come back?" Dowdasked.

 "When I've made up a lie I can believe in," came thereply.

 Back in the house in Regent's Park Road, Oscar took sometime to study the newspaper reports of
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Chant's deathbefore retiring to his treasure house on the third floor withboth his new artifacts and a good
deal to think about. Asizable part of him wanted to exit this Dominion once andfor all. Take himself off to
Yzordderrex and set up businesswith Peccable; marry Hoi-Polloi despite her crossed eyes; have a litter
of kids and retire to the Hills of the ConsciousCloud, in the Third, and raise parrots. But he knew he'd
yearn for England sooner or later, and a yearning mancould be cruel. He'd end up beating his wife,
bullying hiskids, and eating the parrots. So, given that he'd always haveto keep a foot in England, if only
during the cricket season, and given that as long as he kept a presence here he wouldbe answerable to
the Society, he had to face them.

 He locked the door of his treasure room, sat down amidhis collection, and waited for inspiration. The
shelvesaround him, which were built to the ceiling, were bowedbeneath the weight of his trove. Here
were items gathered from the edge of the Second Dominion to the limits of theFourth. He had only to
pick one of them up to be trans?ported back to the time and place of its acquisition. Thestatue of the
Etook Ha'chiit, he'd bartered for in a littletown called Slew, which was now, regrettably, a blastedspot,
its citizens the victims of a purge visited upon themfor the crime of a song, written in the dialect of their
com?munity, suggesting that the Autarch of Yzordderrex lackedtesticles.

 Another of his treasures, the seventh volume of Gaud
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 Maybellome's Encyclopedia of Heavenly Signs, originallywritten in the language of Third Dominion
academics butwidely translated for the delectation of the proletariat, he'dbought from a woman in the city
of Jassick, who'd ap?proached him in a gaming room, where he was attemptingto explain cricket to a
group of the locals, and said she rec?ognized him from stories her husband (who was in the Au?tarch's
army in Yzordderrex) had told.

 "You're the English male," she'd said, which didn'tseem worth denying.

 Then she'd shown him the book: a very rare volume in?deed. He'd never ceased to find fascination
within itspages, for it was Maybellome's intention to make an ency?clopedia listing all the flora, fauna,
languages, sciences,ideas, moral perspectives—in short, anything that occurred to her—that had found
their way from the Fifth Dominion,the Place of the Succulent Rock, through to the otherworlds. It was a
herculean task, and she'd died just as shewas beginning the nineteenth volume, with no end in sight, but
even the one book in Godolphin's possession wasenough to guarantee that he would search for the
othersuntil his dying day. It was a bizarre, almost surreal volume. Even if only half the entries were true,
or nearly true, Earthhad influenced just about every aspect of the worlds from which it was divided.
Fauna, for instance. There werecountless animals listed in the volume-which MaybeUomeclaimed to be
invaders from the other world. Some clearlywere: the zebra, the crocodile, the dog. Others were a mix?
ture of genetic strands, part terrestrial, part not. But manyof these species (pictured in the book like
fugitives from amedieval bestiary) were so outlandish he doubted theirvery existence. Here, for instance,
were hand-sized wolves with the wings of canaries. Here was an elephant that lived in an enormous
conch. Here was a literate worm that wroteomens with its thread-fine half-mile body. Wondermentupon
wonderment. Godolphin only had to pick up the en?cyclopedia and he was ready to put on his boots and
set off for the Dominions again.

 What was self-evident from even a casual perusal of the
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 book was how extensively the unreconciled Dominion hadinfluenced the others. The languages of earth
—English,Italian, Hindustani, and Chinese particularly—were knownin some variation everywhere,
though it seemed the Au?tarch—who had come to power in the confusion followingthe failed
Reconciliation—favored English, which was nowthe preferred linguistic currency almost everywhere. To
name a child with an English word was thought particularlypropitious, though there was little or no
considerationgiven to what the word actually meant. Hence Hoi-Polloi,for instance; this one of the less
strange namings among thethousands Godolphin had encountered.

 He flattered himself that he was in some small part re?sponsible for such blissful bizarrities, given that
over the years he'd brought all manner of influences through fromthe Succulent Rock. There was always
a hunger for news?papers and magazines (usually preferred to books), andhe'd beard of baptizers in
Patashoqua who named childrenby stabbing a copy of the London Times with a pin andbequeathing the
first three words they pricked upon the in?fant, however unmusical the combination. But he was not the
only influence. He hadn't brought the crocodile or thezebra or the dog (though he would lay claim to the
parrot).No, there had always been routes through from Earth intothe Dominions, other than that at the
Retreat. Some, nodoubt, had been opened by Maestros and esoterics, in allmanner of cultures, for the
express purpose of their passingto and fro between worlds. Others were conceivablyopened by
accident, and perhaps remained open, markingthe sites as haunted or sacred, shunned or obsessively
pro?tected. Yet others, these in the smallest number, had beencreated by the sciences of the other
Dominions, as a means of gaining access to the heaven of the Succulent Rock.

 In such a place, this near the walls of the lahmandhas inthe Third Dominion, Godolphin had acquired his
most sa?cred possession: a Boston Bowl, complete with its forty-one colored stones. Though he'd never
used it, the bowlwas reputedly the most accurate prophetic tool known inthe worlds, and now—sitting
amid his treasures, with a
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 sense growing in him that events on earth in the last fewdays were leading to some matter of moment
—he broughtthe bowl down from its place on the highest shelf, un?wrapped it, and set it on the table.
Then he took the stonesfrom their pouch and laid them at the bottom of the bowl.Truth to tell, the
arrangement didn't look particularlypromising: the bowl resembled something for kitchen use,plain fired
ceramic, large enough to whip eggs for a coupleof souffles. The stones were more colorful, varying in size
and shape from tiny flat pebbles to perfect spheres the sizeof an eyeball.

 Having set them out, Godolphin had second thoughts.Did he even believe in prophecy? And if he did,
was it wiseto know the future? Probably not. Death was bound to bein there somewhere, sooner or later.
Only Maestros anddeities lived forever, and a man might sour the balance ofhis span knowing when it
was going to end. But then, sup?pose he found in this bowl some indication as to how theSociety might
be handled? That would be no small weightoff his shoulders.

 "Be brave," he told himself, and laid the middle fingerof each hand upon the rim, as Peccable, who'd
once ownedsuch a bowl and had it smashed by his wife in a domesticrow, had instructed.

 Nothing happened at first, but Peccable had warned himthe bowls usually took some time to start from
cold. Hewaited and waited. The first sight of activation was a rat?tling from the bottom of the bowl as the
stones began tomove against each other; the second a distinctly acidic odorrising to jab at his sinuses; the
third, and most startling, thesudden ricocheting of one pebble, then two, then a dozen,across the bowl
and back, several skipping higher than therim. Their ambition increased by the movement, until all
forty-one were in violent motion, so violent that the bowlbegan to move across the table, and Oscar had
to take afirm hold of it to keep it from turning over. The stonesstruck his fingers and knuckles with
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stinging force, but thepain was made sweeter by the success that now followed, as
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 the speed and motion of the multifarious shapes and colors began to describe images in the air above the
bowl.

 Like all prophecy, the signs were in the eye of the be?holder, and perhaps another witness would have
seen dif?ferent forms in the blur. But what Godolphin saw seemed quite plain to him. The Retreat, for
one, half hidden in thecopse. Then himself, standing in the middle of the mosaic,either coming back from
Yzordderrex or preparing to de?part. The images lingered for only a brief time beforechanging, the
Retreat demolished in the storm of stones and a new structure raised in the whirl: the tower of theTabula
Rasa. He fixed his eyes on the prophecy with freshdeliberation, denying himself the comfort of blinking to
becertain he missed nothing. The tower as seen from thestreet gave way to its interior. Here they were,
the wiseones, sitting around the table contemplating their divineduty. They were navel defluffers and snot
rollers to a man.Not one of them would be capable of surviving an hour inthe alleyways of East
Yzordderrex, he thought, down bythe harbor where even the cats had pimps. Now he sawhimself step
into the picture, and something he was doingor saying made the men and women before him jump from
their seats, even Lionel.

 "What's this?" Oscar murmured.

 They had wild expressions on their faces, every one.Were they laughing? What had he done? Cracked a
joke?Passed wind? He studied the prophecy more closely. No, itwasn't humor on their faces. It was
horror.

 "Sir?"

 Dowd's voice from outside the door broke his concen?tration. He looked away from the bowl for a few
seconds tosnap, "Go away."

 But Dowd had urgent news. "McGann's on the tele?phone," he said.

 "Tell him you don't know where I am." Oscar snorted,returning his gaze to the bowl. Something terrible
had hap?pened in the time between his looking away and lookingback. The horror remained on their
faces, but for some rea?son he'd disappeared from the scene. Had they dispatched
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 him summarily? God, was he dead on the floor? Maybe.There was something glistening on the table, like
spilledblood."Sir!"

 "Fuck off, Dowdy.""They know you're here, sir."

 They knew; they knew. The house was being watched,and they knew.

 "All right," he said. "Tell him I'll be down in a mo?ment."

 "What did you say, sir?"
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 Oscar raised his voice over the din of the stones, lookingaway again, this time more willingly, "Get his
whereabouts.I'll call him back."

 Again, he returned his gaze to the bowl, but his concen?tration had faltered, and he could no longer
interpret theimages concealed in the motion of the stones. Except forone. As the speed of the display
slowed he seemed tocatch—oh, so fleetingly—a woman's face in the mele~e. Hisreplacement at the
Society's table, perhaps; or his dis?patcher.

 He needed a drink before he spoke to McGann. Dowd,ever the anticipator, had already mixed him a
whisky and soda, but he forsook it for fear it would loosen his tongue. Paradoxically, what had been half
revealed by the BostonBowl helped him in his exchange. In extreme circum?stances he responded with
almost pathological detach?ment; it was one of his most English traits. He had thusseldom been cooler or
more controlled than now, as he toldMcGann that yes, indeed, he had been traveling, and no, itwas none
of the Society's business where or about whatpursuit. He would of course be delighted to attend a gath?
ering at the tower the following day, but was McGannaware (indeed did he care?) that tomorrow was
ChristmasEve?

 "I never miss Midnight Mass at St. Martin-in-the-
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 Fields," Oscar told him, "so I'd appreciate it greatly if the meeting could be concluded quickly enough to
allow metime to get there and find a pew with a good view."

 He delivered all of this without a tremor in the voice.McGann attempted to press him as to his
whereabouts inthe last few days, to which Oscar asked why the hell it mat?tered.

 "I don't ask about your private affairs, now, do I?" hesaid, in a mildly affronted tone. "Nor, by the way,
do I spyon your comings and goings. Don't splutter, McGann. Youdon't trust me and I don't trust you. I
will take tomorrow'smeeting as a forum to debate the privacy of the Society'smembers and a chance to
remind the gathering that thename of Godolphin is one of the cornerstones of the Soci?ety."

 "AH the more reason for you to be forthright," McGannsaid.

 "I'll be perfectly forthright," was Oscar's reply. "You'llhave ample evidence of my innocence." Only now,
with thewar of wits won, did he accept the whisky and soda Dowdhad mixed for him. "Ample and
definitive." He. silentlytoasted Dowd as he talked, knowing as he sipped it thatthere'd be blood shed
before Christmas Day dawned. Grim as that prospect was, there was no avoiding it now.

 When he put the phone down he said to Dowd, "I think I'll wear the herringbone suit tomorrow. And a
plain shirt.White. Starched collar."

 "And the tie?" Dowd asked, replacing Oscar's drainedglass with a fresh one.

 "I'll be going straight on to Midnight Mass," Oscar said.

 "Black, then."

 "Black."
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 10

 The afternoon of the day following the assassin's appear?ance at Marlin's apartment a blizzard
descended upon NewYork with no little ferocity, conspiring with the inevitableseasonal rush to make
finding a flight back to England dif?ficult. But Jude was not easily denied anything, especiallywhen she'd
set her mind firmly on an objective; and she wascertain—despite Marlin's protestations—that leaving
Man?hattan was the most sensible thing to do.

 She had reason on her side. The assassin had made twoattempts upon her life. He was still at large. As
long as she stayed in New York she would be under threat. But even ifthis had not been the case (and
there was a part of her thatstill believed that he'd come that second time to explain, orapologize), she
would have found an excuse for returningto England, just to be out of Marlin's company. He hadbecome
too cloying in his affections, his talk as saccharineas the dialogue from the Christmas classics on the
televi?sion, his every gaze mawkish. He'd had this sickness allalong, of course, but he'd worsened since
the assassin'svisit, and her tolerance for its symptoms, braced as she'd been by her encounter with
Gentle, had dropped to zero.Once she'd put the phone down on him the previous nightshe'd regretted
her skittish way with him, and after a heart-to-heart with Marlin in which she'd told him she wanted togo
back to England, and he'd replied that it would all seemdifferent in the morning and why didn't she just
take a pilland lie down, she'd decided to call him back. By this time, Marlin was sound asleep. She'd left
her bed, gone throughto the living room, put on a single lamp, and made the call.It felt covert, which in a
way it was. Marlin had not beenpleased to know that one of her ex-lovers had attempted toplay hero in
his own apartment, and he wouldn't have beenhappy to find her making contact with Gentle at two in the
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 morning. She still didn't know what had happened whenshe'd been put through to the room. The
receiver had beenpicked up and then dropped, leaving her to listen with in?creasing fury and frustration
to the sound of Gentle mak?ing love. Instead of putting the phone down there and thenshe'd listened, half
wishing she could have joined the esca?pade. Eventually, after failing to distract Gentle from hislabors,
she'd hung up and traipsed back to her cold bed in afoul humor.

 He'd called the next day, and Marlin had answered. She let him tell Gentle that if he ever saw hide or
hair of Gentlein the building again he'd have him arrested as an accom?plice to attempted murder.

 "What did he say?" she'd asked when the conversationwas done.

 "Not very much. He sounded drunk."

 She had not discussed the matter any further. Marlinwas already sullen enough, after her breakfast
announce?ment that she still intended to return to England that day.He'd asked her over and over: why?
Was there somethinghe could do to make her stay more comfortable? Extralocks on the doors? A
promise that he wouldn't leave herside? None of these, of course, filling her with renewed en?thusiasm
for staying. If she told him once she told him twodozen times that he was quite the perfect host, and that
hewasn't to take this personally, but she wanted to be back inher own house, her own city, where she
would feel mostprotected from the assassin. He'd then offered to comeback with her, so she wasn't
returning to an empty housealone, at which point—running out of soothing phrases andpatience—she'd
told him that alone was exactly what shewanted to be.

 And so here she was, one snail crawl through the blizzardto Kennedy, a five-hour delay, and a flight in
which she waswedged between a nun who prayed aloud every time theyhit an air pocket and a child in
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need of worming, later. Herown sole possessor, in an empty flat on Christmas Eve.
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 2

 The painting in four contrary modes was there to greetGentle when he got back to the studio. His return
had beendelayed by the same blizzard that had almost prevented Ju?dith from leaving Manhattan, and put
him beyond thedeadline Klein had set. But his thoughts had not turned tohis business dealings with Klein
more than once during thejourney. They'd revolved almost entirely around the en?counter with the
assassin. Whatever mischief Pie 'oh' pahhad worked upon his system it had cleared by the following
morning—his eyes were operating normally, and he waslucid enough to deal with the practicalities of
departure—but the echoes of what he'd experienced still reverberated.Dozing on the plane he felt the
smoothness of the assassin'sface in his fingertips, the tumble of hair he'd taken to beJude's over the back
of his hands. He could still smell thescent of wet skin and feel the weight of Pie 'oh' pah's bodyon his hips,
this so persuasive he had an erection apparentenough to draw a stare from one of the flight attendants.He
reasoned that perhaps he would have to put fresh sen?sation between these echoes and their origins: fuck
themout, sweat himself clean. The thought comforted him. When he dozed again, and the memories
returned, hedidn't fight them, knowing he had a means of scouringthem from his system once he got back
to England.

 Now he sat in front of the painting in four modes andflipped through his address book looking for a
partner for the night. He made a few calls but couldn't have chosen aworse time to be setting up a casual
liaison! Husbands werehome; family gatherings were in the offing. He was out ofseason.

 He did eventually speak to Klein, who after some per?suasion accepted his apologies and then went on
to tell himthere was to be a party at Taylor and Clem's house the fol?lowing day, and he was sure Gentle
would be welcome if hehad no other plans.
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 "Everyone says it'll be Taylor's last," Chester said. "Iknow he'd like to see you."

 "I supppse I should go, then," Gentle said.

 "You should. He's very sick. He's had pneumonia, andnow cancer. He was always very fond of you,
you know."

 The association of ideas made fondness for Gentlesound like another disease, but he didn't comment on
it,merely made arrangements to pick up Klein the followingevening; and put down the phone, plunged
into a deeper trough than ever. He'd known Taylor had the plague but hadn't realized people were
counting the days to his de?mise. Such grim times. Everywhere he looked things werecoming apart.
There seemed to be only darkness ahead,full of blurred shapes and pitiful glances. The Age of Pie'oh'
pah, perhaps. The time of the assassin.

 He didn't sleep, despite being tired, but sat up into thesmall hours with an object of study that he'd
previously dis?missed as fanciful nonsense: Chant's final letter. When he'dfirst read it, on the plane to
New York, it had seemed a lu?dicrous outpouring. But there had been strange times since then, and
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they'd put Gentle in an apter mood for this study.Pages that had seemed worthless a few days before
werenow pored over, in the hope they'd yield some clue, en?coded in the fanciful excesses of Chant's
idiosyncratic andill-punctuated prose, that would lead him to some freshcomprehension of the times and
their movers. Whose god, for instance, was this Hapexamendios that Chant exhortedEstabrook to pray
to and praise? He came trailing syno?nyms: the Unbeheld, the Aboriginal, the Wanderer. Andwhat was
the greater plan that Chant hoped in his finalhours he was a part of?

 I AM ready for death in this DOMINION,he'd written, if I know that the Unbeheld has used me as His
INSTRU? MENT. All praise to HAPEXAMENDIOS. For He was in the Place of the Succulent Rock
and left His children to SUFFER here, and I have suffered here and AM DONE with suffering.

 That at least was true. The man had known his death
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 was imminent, which suggested he'd known his murderertoo. Was it Pie 'oh' pah he'd been expecting? It
seemednot. The assassin was referred to, but not as Chant's execu?tioner. Indeed, in his first reading of
the letter Gentlehadn't even realized it was Pie 'oh' pah who was being spo?ken of in this passage. But on
this rereading it was com?pletely apparent.

 You have made a covenant with a RARE thing in this DOMINION or any other, and I do not know if
this death nearly upon me is my punishment or my reward for my agency in that. But be circumspect in all
your dealings with it, for such power is capricious, being a stew of kinds and possibilities, no UTTER
thing, in any part of its nature, but pavonine and prismatic, an apostate to its core.

 1 was never the friend of this power —it has only ADOR? ERS AND UNDOERS—but it trusted me
as its representa? tive and I have done it as much harm in these dealings as I have you. More, I think; for
it is a lonely thing, and suffers in this DOMINION as I have. You have friends who know you for the
man you are and do not have to conceal your TRUE NATURE. Cling to them, and their love for you, for
the Place of the Succulent Rock is about to shake and trem? ble, and in such a time all a soul has is the
company of its loving like. I say this having lived in such a time, and am GLAD that if such is coming
upon the FIFTH DOMINION again, I will be dead, and my face turned to the glory of the
UNBEHELD.

 All praise to HAPEXAMENDIOS.

 And to you sir, in this moment, I offer my contrition and my prayers.

 There was a little more, but both handwriting and thesentence structure deteriorated rapidly thereafter,
asthough Chant had panicked and scrawled the rest whileputting on his coat. The more coherent
passages containedenough hints to keep Gentle from sleep, however.. The de?scriptions of Pie 'oh' pah
were particularly alarming:

 "a RARE thing... a stew of kinds and possibilities."

 How was that to be interpreted, except as a verificationof what Gentle's senses had glimpsed in New
York?
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 If so, what was this creature that had stood before him,naked and singular, but concealed multitudes; this
power Chant had said possessed no friends (it has only ADOR?ERS and UNDOERS, he'd written) and
had been done asmuch harm in these dealings (again, Chant's words) as Es-tabrook, to whom Chant had
offered his contrition and hisprayers? Not human, for certain. Not born of any tribe ornation Gentle was
familiar with. He read the letter overand over again, and with each rereading the possibility of belief crept
closer. He felt its proximity. It was fresh from the margins of that land he'd first suspected in New York.
The thought of being there had made him fearful then. Butit no longer did, perhaps because it was
Christmas morn?ing, and time for something miraculous to appear andchange the world.

 The closer they crept—both morning and belief—themore he regretted shunning the assassin when it had
soplainly wanted his company. He had no clues to its mysterybut those contained in Chant's letter, and
after a hundredreadings they were exhausted. He wanted more. The onlyother source was his memory of
the creature's jigsaw face,and, knowing his propensity for forgetting, they'd start to fade all too soon. He
had to set them down! That was thepriority now: to set the vision down before it slipped away!

 He threw the letter aside and went to stare at his Supper at Emmaus.Was any of those styles capable of
capturing what he'd seen? He doubted it. He'd have to invent a newmode. Fired up by that ambition, he
turned the Supper onend and began to squeeze burnt umber directly onto thecanvas, spreading it with a
palette knife until the scene be?neath was completely obscured. In its place was now a darkground, into
which he started to gouge the outline of a fig?ure. He had never studied anatomy very closely. The male
body was of little aesthetic interest to him, and the female was so mutable, so much a function of its own
motion, orthat of light across it, that all static representation seemedto him doomed from the outset. But
he wanted to repre?sent a protean form now, however impossible; wanted tofind a way to fix what he'd
seen at the door of his hotel
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 room, when Pie 'oh' pah's many faces had been shuffled infront of him like cards in an illusionist's deck.
If he could fixthat sight, or even begin to do so, he might yet find a way ofcontrolling the thing that had
come to haunt him.

 He worked in a fair frenzy for two hours, making de?mands of the paint he'd never made before,
plastering it onwith palette knife and fingers, attempting to capture atleast the shape and proportion of the
thing's head andneck. He could see the image clearly enough in his mind's eye (since that night no two
rememberings had been morethan a minute apart), but even the most basic sketch eludedhis hand. He
was badly equipped for the task, He'd been aparasite for too long, a mere copier, echoing other men's
visions. Now he finally had one of his own—only one, butall the more precious for that—and he simply
couldn't set itdown. He wanted to weep at this final defeat, but he wastoo tired. With his hands still
covered in paint, he lay downon the chilly sheets and waited for sleep to take his confu?sions away.

 Two thoughts visited him as he slipped into dreams. The first, that with so much burnt umber on his
hands he lookedas though he'd been playing with his own shit. The second,that the only way to solve the
problem on the canvas was tosee its subject again in the flesh, which thought he wel?comed, and went to
dreams relieved of his frauds and pie?ties, smiling to think of having the rare thing's face beforehim once
again.

 II

 though the journey fromGodolphin's house in PrimroseHill to the Tabula Rasa's tower was short, and
Dowd gothim up to Highgate on the dot of six, Oscar suggested theydrive down through Crouch End,
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then up through MuswellHill, and back to the tower, so that they'd arrive ten min?utes late.

 "We mustn't seem to be too eager to prostrate our?selves," he observed as they approached the tower
for asecond time. "It'll only make them arrogant."

 "Shall I wait down here?"

 "Cold and lonely? My dear Dowdy, out of the question.We'll ascend together, bearing gifts."

 "What gifts?"

 "Our wit, our taste in suits—well, my taste—in essence, ourselves."

 They got out of the car and went to the porch, theirevery step monitored by cameras mounted above the
door. The lock clicked as they approached, and they stepped in?side. As they crossed the foyer to the
lift, Godolphin whis?pered, "Whatever happens tonight, Dowdy, pleaseremember—"

 He got no further. The lift doors opened, and Bloxhamappeared, as preening as ever.

 "Pretty tie," Oscar said to him. "Yellow's your color."The tie was blue. "Don't mind my man Dowd here,
willyou? I never go anywhere without him."

 "He's got no place here tonight," Bloxham said.

 Again, Dowd offered to wait below, but Oscar wouldhave none of it. "Heaven forfend," he said. "You
can waitupstairs. Enjoy the view."

 All this irritated Bloxham mightily, but Oscar was not an easy man to deny. They ascended in silence.
Once onthe top floor Dowd was left to entertain himself, and Blox?ham led Godolphin through to the
chamber. They were allwaiting, and there was accusation on every face. A few—
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 Shales, certainly, and Charlotte Feaver—didn't attempt todisguise their pleasure that the Society's most
ebullient and unrepentant member was here finally called to heel.

 "Oh, I'm sorry," Oscar said, as they closed the doors be?hind him. "Have you been waiting long?"

 Outside, in one of the deserted antechambers, Dowd lis?tened to his tinny little radio and mused. At
seven the newsbulletin brought a report of a motorway collision whichhad claimed the lives of an entire
family traveling north forChristmas, and of prison riots that had ignited in Bristoland Manchester, with
inmates claiming that presents fromloved ones had been tampered with and destroyed byprison officers.
There was the usual collection of war up? dates, then the weather report, which promised a gray
Christmas, accompanied by a springlike balm. This wouldon past experience coax the crocuses out in
Hyde Park,only to be spiked by frost in a few days' time. At eight, stillwaiting by the window, he heard a
second bulletin correct?ing one of the reports from the first. A survivor had beenclaimed from the
entangled vehicles on the motorway: a tot of three months, found orphaned but unscathed in the
wreckage. Sitting in the cold gloom, Dowd began to weepquietly, which was an experience as far
beyond his trueemotional capacity as cold was beyond his nerve endings.But he'd trained himself in the
craft of grief with the samecommitment to feigning humanity as he had learning toshiver: his tutor, the
Bard; Lear his favorite lesson. Hecried for the child, and for the crocuses, and was still moist-eyed when
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he heard the voices in the chamber suddenlyrise up in rage. The door was flung open, and Oscar called
him in, despite shouts of complaint from some of the othermembers.

 "This is an outrage, Godolphin!" Bloxham yelped.

 "You drive me to it!" was Oscar's reply, his perform?ance at fever pitch. Clearly he'd been having a bad
time ofit. The sinews in his neck stood out like knotted string;sweat gleamed in the pouches beneath his
eyes; every wordbrought flecks of spittle. "You don't know the half of it!"
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 he was saying. "Not the half. We're being conspiredagainst, by forces we can barely conceive of. This
manChant was undoubtedly one of their agents. They can takehuman form!"

 "Godolphin, this is absurd," Alice Tyrwhitt said.

 "You don't believe me?"

 "No, I don't. And I certainly dont want your bum-boy here listening to us debate. Will you please
remove himfrom the chamber?"

 "But he has evidence to support my thesis," Oscar in?sisted.

 "Oh, does he?" said Shales.

 "He'll have to show you himself," Oscar said, turning toDowd. "You're going to have to show them, I'm
afraid,"he said, and as he spoke reached into his jacket.

 An instant before the blade emerged, Dowd realizedGodolphin's intent and started to turn away, but
Oscar hadthe edge, and it came forth glittering. Dowd felt his mas?ter's hand on his neck and heard
shouts of horror on allsides. Then he was thrown back across the table, sprawlingbeneath the lights like
an unwilling patient. The surgeonfollowed through with one swift stab, striking Dowd in themiddle of his
chest.

 "You want proof?" Oscar yelled, through Dowd'sscreams and the din of shouts around the table. "You
wantproof? Then here it is!"

 His bulk put weight behind the blade, driving it first tothe right, then to the left, encountering no
obstruction fromrib or breastbone. Nor was there blood; only a fluid thecolor of brackish water, that
dribbled from the wounds andran across the table. Dowd's head thrashed to and fro asthis indignity was
visited upon him, only once raising his gaze to stare accusingly at Godolphin, who was too busyabout this
undoing to return the look. Despite protestsfrom all sides he didn't halt his labors until the body before
him had been opened from the navel to throat, and Dowd'sthrashings had ceased. The stench from the
carcass filled the chamber: a pungent mixture of sewage and vanilla. Itdrove two of the witnesses to the
door, one of them Blox-
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 ham, whose nausea overtook him before he could reach thecorridor. But his gaggings and moans didn't
slow Godol-phin by a beat. Without hesitation he plunged his arm intothe open body and, rummaging
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there, pulled out a fistful ofgut. It was a knotty mass of blue and black tissue—finalproof of Dowd's
inhumanity. Triumphant, he threw the ev?idence down on the table beside the body, then steppedaway
from his handiwork, chucking the knife into thewound it had opened. The whole performance had taken
no more than a minute, but in that time he'd succeeded inturning the chamber's table into a fish-market
gutter.

 "Satisfied?" he said.

 AH protest had been silenced. The only sound was therhythmical hiss of fluid escaping an opened artery.

 Very quietly McGann said, "You're a fucking maniac."

 Oscar reached gingerly into his trouser pocket andteased out a fresh handkerchief. One of poor Dowd's
last tasks had been its pressing. It was immaculate. He shookout its scalpel creases and began to clean
his hands,

 "How else was I going to prove my point?" he said."You drove me to this. Now there's the evidence, in
all itsglory. I don't know what happened to Dowd—my bum-boy, I think you called him, Alice—but
wherever he is this thing took his place."

 "How long have you known?" Charlotte asked.

 "I've suspected for the last two weeks. I was here in thecity all the time, watching its every move while it
—andyou—thought I was disporting myself in sunnier climes."

 "What the bugger is it?" Lionel wanted to know, prod?ding a scrap of alien entrail with his finger.

 "God alone knows," Godolphin said. "Something not of this world, clearly."

 "What did it want?" Alice said. "That's more to thepoint."

 "At a guess, access to this chamber, which"—he lookedat those around the table one by one—"I gather
yougranted it three days ago. I trust none of you was indis?creet." Furtive glances were exchanged. "Oh,
you were,"
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 he said. "That's a pity. Let's hope it didn't have time tocommunicate any of its findings to its overlords."

 "What's done's done," McGann said, "and we must allbear some part of the responsibility. Including you,
Oscar.You should have shared your suspicions with us."

 "Would you have believed me?" Oscar replied. "Ididn't believe it myself at first, until I started to notice
littlechanges in Dowd."

 "Why you?" Shales said. "That's what I want to know.Why would they target you for this surveillance
unless theythought you were more susceptible than the rest of us?Maybe they thought you'd join them.
Maybe you have."

 "As usual, Hubert, you're too self-righteous to see yourown frailties," Godolphin replied. "How do you
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know I amthe only one they targeted? Could you swear to me everyone of your circle is above
suspicion? How closely do you watch your friends? Your family? Any one of them might be a part of this
conspiracy."

 It gave Oscar a perverse joy to sow these doubts. He sawthem taking root already, saw faces that half
an hourbefore had been puffed up with their own infallibility de?flated by doubt. It was worth the risk
he'd taken with thesetheatrics, just to see them afraid. But Shales wouldn't leave this bone alone.

 "The fact remains this thing was in your employ," hesaid.

 "We've heard enough, Hubert," McGann said softly."This is no time for divisive talk. We've got a fight
on ourhands, and whether we agree with Oscar's methods ornot—and just for the record, I
don't—surely none of us candoubt his integrity." He glanced around the table. Therewere murmurs of
accord on all sides. "God knows what acreature like this might have been capable of had it realizedits
ruse had been discovered. Godolphin took a very con?siderable risk on our behalf."

 "I agree," Lionel said. He'd come around to Oscar'sside of the table and placed a glass of neat malt
whisky inthe executioner's freshly wiped fingers. "Good man, I say,"he remarked. "I'd have done the
same. Drink up."
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 Oscar accepted the glass. "Salut," he said, downing thewhisky in one.

 "I see nothing to celebrate," said Charlotte Feaver, thefirst to sit down at the table despite what lay upon
it. She lita fresh cigarette, expelling the smoke through pursed lips. "Assuming Godolphin's right, and this
thing was attempt?ing to get access to the Society, we have to ask why."

 "Ask away," Shales said dryly, indicating the corpse."He's not going to be telling us very much. Which is
nodoubt convenient for some."

 "How much longer do I have to endure this innuendo?"Oscar demanded.

 "I said we've heard enough, Hubert," McGann re?marked.

 "This is a democratic gathering," Shales said, rising tochallenge McGann's unspoken authority. "If I've
gotsomething to say—"

 "You've already said it," Lionel remarked with well-lu?bricated vim. "Now why don't you just shut up?"

 "The point is, what do we do now?" Bloxham said. He'dreturned to the table, his chin wiped, and was
determinedto reassert himself following his unmanly display. "This is adangerous time."

 "That's why they're here," said Alice. "They know theanniversary's coming up, and they want to start the
wholedamn Reconciliation over again."

 "Why try and penetrate the Society?" Bloxham said."To put a spoke in our wheels," Lionel said. "If they
know what we're planning, they can outmaneuver us. Bythe way, was the tie furiously expensive?"

 Bloxham looked down to see that his silk tie was com?prehensively spattered with puke. Casting a
rancorous lookin Lionel's direction, he tore it from his neck.
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 "I don't see what they could find out from us anyway,"said Charlotte Feaver, in her distracted manner.
"We don'teven know what the Reconciliation is."

 "Yes, we do," Shales said. "Our ancestors were trying toput Earth into the same orbit as Heaven."

 "Very poetic," Charlotte remarked. "But what does
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 that mean, in concrete terms? Does anybody know?"There was silence. "I thought not. Here we are,
sworn toprevent something we don't even understand."

 "It was an experiment of some kind," Bloxham said."And it failed."

 "Were they all insane?" Alice said.

 "Let's hope not," Lionel put in. "Insanity usually runsin the family."

 "Well, I'm not crazy," Alice said. "And I'm damn sure my friends are as sane and normal and human as I
am. If they were anything else, I'd know it."

 "Godolphin," McGann said, "you've been uncharac?teristically quiet."

 "I'm soaking up the wisdom," Oscar replied.

 "Have you reached any conclusions?"

 "Things go in cycles," he said, taking his time to reply.He was as certain of his audience as any man
could everhope to be. "We're coming to the end of the millennium.Reason'11 be supplanted by unreason.
Detachment by sen?timent. I think if I were a fledgling esoteric with a nose forhistory, it wouldn't be
difficult to turn up details of what was attempted—the experiment, as Bloxham called it—and maybe get
it into my head that the time was right to try again."

 "Very plausible," said McGann.

 "Where would such an adept get the information?"Shales inquired.

 "Self-taught."

 "From what source? We've got every tome of any valueburied in the ground beneath us."

 "Everyone?" said Godolphin. "How can we be sosure?"

 "Because there hasn't been a significant act of magicperformed on earth in two centuries," was Shales'
reply."The esoterics are powerless; lost. If there'd been the leastsign of magical activity we'd know about
it."

 "We didn't know about Godolphin's little friend,"Charlotte pointed out, denying Oscar the pleasure of
thatirony dropping from his own lips.
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 "Are we even sure the library's intact?" Charlotte wenton. "How do we know books haven't been
stolen?""Who by?" said Bloxham.

 "By Dowd, for one. They've never been properly cata?logued. I know that Leash woman attempted it,
but we allknow what happened to her."

 The tale of the Leash woman, who had been a member of the Society, was one of its lesser shames: a
catalogue ofaccidents that had ended in tragedy. In essence, the obses?sive Clara Leash had taken it
upon herself to make a fullaccount of the volumes in the Society's possession and hadsuffered a stroke
while doing so. She'd lain for three dayson the cellar floor. By the time she was discovered, she was
barely alive and quite without her wits. She survived, how?ever, and eleven years later was still a resident
in a hospicein Sussex, witless as ever.

 "It still shouldn't be that difficult to find out if the place has been tampered with," Charlotte said.

 Bloxham agreed. "That should be looked into," he said."I take it you're volunteering," said McGann.
"And if they didn't get their information from down?stairs," Charlotte said, "there are other sources. We
don'tbelieve we have every last book dealing with the Imajica inour hands, do we?"

 "No, of course not," said McGann. "But the Society'sbroken the back of the tradition over the years.
The cults inthis country aren't worth a damn, we all know that. Theycobble workings together from
whatever they can scrapeup. It's all piecemeal. Senseless, None of them have thewherewithal to conceive
of a Reconciliation. Most of them don't even know what the Imajica is. They're putting hexeson their
bosses at the bank."

 Godolphin had heard similar speeches for years. Talk ofmagic in the Western World as a spent force:
self-con?gratulatory accounts of cults that had been infiltrated anddiscovered to be groups of
pseudo-scientists exchanging ar?cane theories in a language no two of them agreed upon; or sexual
obsessives using the excuse of workings to demandfavors they couldn't seduce from their partners; or,
most
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 often, crazies in search of some mythology, however ludi?crous, to keep them from complete psychosis.
But amongthe fakes, obsessives, and lunatics was there perhaps a manwho instinctively knew the route
to the Imajica? A naturalMaestro, born with something in his genes that made himcapable of reinventing
the workings of the Reconciliation?Until now the possibility hadn't occurred to Godolphin—he'd been
too preoccupied by the secret that he'd livedwith most of his adult life—but it was an intriguing, and dis?
turbing, thought.

 "I believe we should take the risk seriously," he pro?nounced. "However unlikely we think it is."

 "What risk?" McGann said.

 "That there is a Maestro out there. Somebody who un?derstands our forefathers' ambition and is going
to find hisown way of repeating the experiment. Maybe he doesn'twant the books. Maybe he doesn't
need the books. Maybehe's sitting at home somewhere, even now, working out theproblems for himself."

Page  83



 "So what do we do?" said Charlotte.

 "We purge," said Shales. "It pains me to say it, butGodolphin's right. We don't know what's going, on
outthere. We've kept an eye on things from a distance, and oc?casionally arranged to have somebody
put under perma?nent sedation, but we haven't purged. I think we've got tobegin."

 "How do we go about that?" Bloxham wanted to know. He had a zealot's gleam in his dishwater eyes.

 "We've got our allies. We use them. We turn over every stone, and if we find anything we don't like, we
kill it."

 "We're not an assassination squad."

 "We have the finance to hire one," Shales pointed out."And the friends to cover the evidence if need be.
As I seeit, we have one responsibility: to prevent, at all costs, an?other attempt at Reconciliation. That's
what we were bornto do."

 He spoke with a total lack of melodrama, as though hewere reciting a shopping list. His detachment
impressed theroom. So did the last sentiment, however blandly it was
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 presented. Who could fail to be stirred by the thought ofsuch purpose, reaching back over generations
to the menwho had gathered on this spot two centuries before? A fewbloodied survivors, swearing that
they, and their children,and their children's children, and so on until the end of theworld would live and
die with one ambition burning in theirhearts: the prevention of another such apocalypse.

 At this juncture McGann suggested a vote, and one wastaken. There were no dissenting voices. The
Society wasagreed that the way forward lay in a comprehensive purgeof all elements—innocent or
not—who might presently betampering, or tempted to tamper, with rituals intended togain access to
so-called Reconciled Dominions. All con?ventional religious structures would be excluded from this
sanction, as they were utterly ineffectual and presented auseful distraction for some souls who might have
been tempted towards esoteric practices. The shams and theprofiteers would also be passed over. The
pier-end palmistsand fake psychics, the spiritualists who wrote new concer?tos for dead composers and
sonnets for poets long sincedust—all these would be left untouched. Only those whostood a chance of
tripping over something Jmajical, andacting upon it, would be rooted out. It would be an exten?sive and
sometimes brutal business, but the Society was theequal of the challenge. This was not the first purge it
had masterminded (though it would be the first of this scale);the structure was in place for an invisible but
comprehen?sive cleansing. The cults would be the prime targets: theiracolytes would be dispersed, their
leaders bought off or in?carcerated. It had happened before that England had been sluiced clean of every
significant esoteric and thaumatur-gist. Now it would happen again.

 "Is the business of the day concluded?" Oscar asked."Only Mass calls me."

 "What's to be done with the body?" Alice Tyrwhittasked.

 Godolphin had his answer ready and waiting. "It's mymess and I'll clear it up," he said, with due humility.
"I can
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 arrange to have it buried in a motorway tonight, unlessanybody has a better idea?"

 There were no objections.

 "Just as long as it's out of here," Alice said.

 "I'll need some help to wrap it up and get it down to thecar. Bloxham, would you oblige?"

 Reluctant to refuse, Bloxham went in search of some?thing to contain the carcass.

 "I see no reason for us to sit and watch," Charlotte said,rising from her seat. "If that's the night's business,
I'mgoing home."

 As she headed to the door, Oscar took his cue to sowone last triumphant mischief.

 "I suppose we'll be all thinking the same thing tonight,"he said.

 "What's that?" Lionel asked.

 "Oh, just that if these things are as good at imitation asthey appear to be, then we can't entirely trust each
otherfrom now on. I'm assuming we're all still human at the mo?ment, but who knows what Christmas will
bring?"

 Half an hour later, Oscar was ready to depart for Mass. Forall his earlier squeamishness, Bloxham had
done well, re?turning Dowd's guts into the bowl of the carcass and mum?mifying the whole sorry slab in
plastic and tape. He andOscar had then lugged the corpse to the lift and, at the bot? tom, out of the
tower to the car. It was a fine night, the moon a virtuous sliver in a sky rife with stars. As ever,Oscar
took beauty where he could find it and, before set?ting off, halted to admire the spectacle.

 "Isn't it stupendous, Giles?"

 "It is indeed!" Bloxham replied. "It makes my headspin."

 "All those worlds."

 "Don't worry," Bloxham replied. "We'll make sure itnever happens."

 Confounded by this reply, Oscar looked across at theother man, to see that he wasn't looking at the
stars at all
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 but was still busying himself with the body. It was thethought of the coming purge he found stupendous,

 "That should do it," Bloxham said, slamming the trunkand offering his hand for shaking.

 Glad that he had the shadows to conceal his distaste,Oscar shook it, and bid the boor good night. Very
soon, he knew, he would have to choose sides, and despite the suc?cess of tonight's endeavor, and the
security he'd won with it, he was by no means sure that he belonged among the ranks of the purgers,
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even though they were certain tocarry the day. But then if his place was not there, where washis place?
This was a puzzlement, and he was glad he had the soothing spectacle of Midnight Mass to distract him
from it.

 Twenty-five minutes later, as he climbed the steps of St.Martin-in-the-Fields, he found himself offering
up a littleprayer, its sentiments not so very different from those ofthe carols this congregation would
presently be singing. Heprayed that hope was somewhere out there in the city to?night, and that it might
come into his heart and scour him of his doubts and confusions, a light that would not only burn in him but
would spread throughout the Dominionsand illuminate the Imajica from one end to the other. But if such a
divinity was near, he prayed that the songs had itwrong, because sweet as tales of Nativity were, time
wasshort, and if hope was only a babe tonight then by the time it had reached redeeming age the worlds
it had come tosave would be dead.

  

 12

 I

 Taylor Briggs had once told Judith that he measured outhis life in summers. When his span came to an
end, he said, it would be the summers he remembered and, counting them, count himself blessed among
them. From the ro?mances of his youth to the days of the last great orgies inthe back rooms and
bathhouses of New York and SanFrancisco, he could recall his career in love by sniffing thesweat from
his armpits. Judith had envied him at the time.Like Gentle, she had difficulty remembering more than ten
years of her past. She had no recollection of her adoles?cence whatsoever, nor her childhood; could not
picture herparents or even name them. This inability to hold on to his?tory didn't much concern her (she
knew no other), until sheencountered somebody like Taylor, who took such satisfac?tion from memory.
She hoped he still did; it was one of thefew pleasures left to him.

 She'd first heard news of his sickness the previous July,from his lover, Clem. Despite the fact that he and
Taylorhad lived the same high life together, the plague had passedClem by, and Jude had spent several
nights with him, talk?ing through the guilt he felt at what he saw as an un?deserved escape. Their paths
had diverged through theautumn months, however, and she was surprised to find aninvitation to their
Christmas party awaiting her when shegot back from New York. Still feeling delicate after all that had
happened, she'd rung up to decline, only to have Clemquietly tell her that Taylor was not expected to see
another spring, never mind another summer. Would she not come, for his sake? She of course accepted.
If any of her circlecould make good times of bad it was Taylor and Clem, andshe owed them both her
best efforts in that endeavor. Wasit perhaps because she'd had so many difficulties with the
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 heterosexual males in her life that she relaxed in the com?pany of men for whom her sex were not
contested terrain?

 At a little after eight in the evening of Christmas Day,Clem opened the door and ushered her in, claiming
a kiss beneath the sprig of mistletoe in the hallway before, as heput it, the barbarians were upon her. The
house had beendecorated as it might have been a century earlier, tinsel,fake snow, and fairy lights
forsaken in favor of evergreen,hung in such abundance around the walls and mantelpiecesthat the rooms
were half forested. Clem, whose youth had outrun the toll of years for so long, was not such a healthy
sight. Five months before he'd looked a fleshy thirty in aflattering light. Now he looked ten years older at
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least, hisbright welcome and flattery unable to conceal his fatigue.

 "You wore green," he said as he escorted her in to thelounge. "I told Taylor you'd do that. Green eyes,
greendress."

 "Do you approve?"

 "Of course! We're having a pagan Christmas this year. Dies natalis soils invictus."

 "What's that?"

 "The Birth of the Unconquered Sun," he said. "TheLight of the World. We need a little of that right now."

 "Do I know many people here?" she said, before theystepped into the hub of the party.

 "Everybody knows you, darling," he said fondly. "Eventhe people who've never met you."

 There were many faces she knew awaiting them, and ittook her five minutes to get across to where
Taylor was sit?ting, lord of all he surveyed, in a well-cushioned chair closeto the roaring fire. She tried
not to register the shock shefelt at the sight of him. He'd lost almost all of what hadonce been a leonine
head of hair, and every spare ounce ofsubstance from the face beneath. His eyes, which had al?ways
been his most penetrating feature (one of the manythings they'd had in common), seemed enormous now,
as though to devour in the time he had left the sights his de?mise would deny him. He opened his arms to
her.
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 "Oh, my sweet," he said. "Give me a hug. Excuse me if Idon't get up."

 She bent and hugged him. He was skin and bone; andcold, despite the fire close by.

 "Has Clem got you some punch?"

 "I'm on my way," Clem said.

 "Get me another vodka while you're at it/' Taylor said,imperious as ever.

 "I thought we'd agreed—" Clem said.

 "I know it's bad for me. But staying sober's worse."

 "It's your funeral," Clem said, with a bluntness Judefound shocking. But he and Taylo* eyed each other
with akind of adoring ferocity, and she saw in the look howClem's cruelty was part of their mechanism
for dealingwith this tragedy.

 "You wish," Taylor said. "I'll have an orange juice. No, make that a Virgin Mary. Let's be seasonal
about it."

 "1 thought you were having a pagan celebration," Judesaid as Clem headed away to fetch the drinks.
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 "I don't see why the Christians should have the HolyMother," Taylor said. "They don't know what to do
withher when they've got her. Pull up a chair, sweetie. I heard a rumor you were in foreign climes."

 "I was. But I came back at the last minute. I had someproblems in New York."

 "Whose heart did you break this time?"

 "It wasn't that kind of problem."

 "Well?" he said. "Be a telltale. Tell Taylor."

 This was a bad joke from way back, and it brought asmile to Judith's lips. It also brought the story,
which she'd come here swearing she'd keep to herself.

 "Somebody tried to murder me," she said.

 "You're jesting," he replied.

 "I wish I was."

 "What happened?" he said. "Spill the beans. I like hear?ing other people's bad news just at the moment.
The worse,the better."

 She slid her palm over Taylor's bony hand. "Tell mehow you are first."
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 "Grotesque," he said. "Clem's wonderful, of course, butall the tender loving care in the world won't make
mehealthy. I have bad days and good days. Mostly bad lately. Iam, as my ma used to say, not long for
this world." Heglanced up. "Look out, here comes Saint Clemence of theBedpan. Change the subject.
Clem, did Judy tell you some?body tried to kill her?"

 "No. Where was this?"

 "In Manhattan."

 "A mugger?"

 "No."

 "Not someone you knew?" Taylor said.

 Now she was on the point of telling the whole thing, andshe wasn't sure she wanted to. But Taylor had
an anticipa?tory gleam in his eye, and she couldn't bear to disappointhim. She began, her account
punctuated by exclamations ofdelighted incredulity from Taylor, and she found herselfrising to her
audience as though this story were not thegrim truth but a preposterous fiction. Only once did shelose her
momentum, when she mentioned Gentle's name,and Clem broke in to say that he'd been invited tonight.
Her heart tripped and took a beat to get back into.itsrhythm.

 "Tell the rest," Taylor was exhorting her. "What hap?pened?"
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 She went on with her story, but now, with her back tothe door, she found herself wondering every
moment if he was stepping through it. Her distraction took its toll on the narrative. But then perhaps a tale
about murder told by theprey was bound to predictability. She wrapped it up withundue haste.

 "The point is, I'm alive," she said."I'll drink to that," Taylor replied, passing his unsippedVirgin Mary
back to Clem. "Maybe just a splash ofvodka?" he pleaded. "I'll take the consequences."

 Clem made a reluctant shrug and, claiming Jude's empty glass, wended his way back through the crowd
to the drinkstable, giving Jude an excuse for turning around and scan-

 IMAJICA                                                              i2i

 ning the room. Half a dozen new faces had appeared sinceshe'd sat down. Gentle was not among them.

 "Looking for Mr. Right?" Taylor said. "He's not hereyet."

 She looked back to meet his amusement.

 "I don't know who you're talking about," she said.

 "Mr. Zacharias."

 "What's so funny?"

 "You and him. The most talked-about affair of the lastdecade. You know, when you mention him, your
voicechanges. It gets—"

 "Venomous."

 "Breathy. Yearning."

 "I don't yearn for Gentle."

 "My mistake," he said archly. "Was he good in bed?"

 "I've had better."

 "You want to know something I never told anybody?"

 He leaned forward, the smile becoming more pained.She thought it was his aching body that brought the
frownto his brow, until she heard his words.

 "I was in love with Gentle from the moment I met him. Itried everything to get him into bed. Got him
drunk. Gothim high. Nothing worked. But I kept at him, and about sixyears ago—"

 Clem appeared at this juncture, supplying Taylor andJude with replenished glasses before heading off to
wel?come a fresh influx of guests.

 "You slept with Gentle?" Jude said.
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 "Not exactly. I mean, I sort of talked him into letting megive him a blow job. He was very high. Grinning
that grin ofhis. I used to worship that grin. So there I am," Taylor wenton, as lascivious as he'd ever been
when recounting his con?quests, "trying to get him hard, and he starts...I don'tknow how to explain this...I
suppose he began speakingin tongues. He was lying back on my bed with his trousersaround his ankles,
and he just started to talk in some otherlanguage. Nothing vaguely recognizable. It wasn't Spanish.It
wasn't French. I don't know what it was. And you knowwhat? I lost my hard-on, and he got one." He
laughed
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 uproariously, but not for long. The laugh went from hisface, as he began again. "You know, I was a little
afraid ofhim suddenly. I was actually afraid. I couldn't finish whatI'd started. I got up and left him to it,
lying there with his dick sticking up, speaking in tongues." He claimed herdrink from her hand and took a
throatful. The memory hadclearly shaken him. There was a mottled rash on his neck,and his eyes were
glistening.

 "Did you ever hear anything like that from him?" Sheshook her head. "I only ask because I know you
broke upvery quickly. I wondered if he'd freaked you out for somereason."

 "No. He just fucked around too much."

 Taylor made a noncommittal grunt, then said, "I get these night sweats now, you know, and I have to get
upsometimes at three in the morning and let Clem change thesheets. I don't know whether I'm awake or
asleep half thetime. And all kinds of memories are coming back to me.Things I haven't thought about in
years. One of them wasthat. I can hear him, when I'm standing there in a pool ofsweat. Hear him talking
like he's possessed."

 "And you don't like it?"

 "I don't know," he said. "Memories mean differentthings to me now. I dream about my mother, and it's
like Iwant to crawl back into her and be born all over again. Idream about Gentle, and I wonder why I
let all these mys?teries in my life go. Things it's too late to solve now. Being in love. Speaking in tongues.
It's all one in the end. I haven't understood any of it." He shook his head andshook down tears at the
same time. "I'm sorry," he said. "I always get maudlin at Christmas. Will you fetch Clem forme? I need
the bathroom."

 "Can't I help?"

 "There's some things I still need Clem for. Thanks any?way."

 "No problem."

 "And for listening."

 She threaded her way to where Clem was chatting anddiscreetly informed him of Taylor's request.
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 "You know Simone, don't you?" Clem said by way of anexit, and left Jude to talk.
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 She did indeed know Simone, though not well, and afterthe conversation she'd just had with Taylor, she
found itdifficult to whip up a social souffle. But Simone was almostflirtatiously excessive in her responses,
unleashing a gur?gling laugh at the merest hint of a cue and fingering herneck as though to mark the places
she wanted kissed. Jude was silently rehearsing a polite refusal when she caught Si-mone's glance, ill
concealed in a particularly extravagantlaugh, flitting towards somebody elsewhere in the crowd.Irritated
to be cast as a stooge for the woman's vamping,she said, "Who is he?"

 "Who's who?" Simone said, flustered and blushing."Oh, I'm sorry. It's just some man who keeps staring
atme."

 Her gaze went back to her admirer, and as it did so Judewas seized by the utter certainty that if she
were to turnnow it would be Gentle's stare she intercepted. He washere, and up to his stale old tricks,
threading himself a little string of gazes, ready to pluck the prettiest when he tired ofthe game.

 "Why don't you just go near and talk to him," she said.

 "I don't know if I should."

 "You can always change your mind if a better offercomes along."

 "Maybe I will," Simone said, and without making anyfurther attempt at conversation she took her laugh
else?where.

 Jude fought the temptation to follow her progress forfully two seconds, then glanced around. Simone's
wooerwas standing beside the Christmas tree, smiling a welcomeat his object of desire as she breasted
her way through thecrowd towards him. It wasn't Gentle after all, but a manshe thought she remembered
as Taylor's brother. Oddly re?lieved, and irritated at herself for being so, she headed to?wards the drinks
table for a refill, then wandered out intothe hallway in search of some cooler air. There was a celliston the
half landing, playing In the Bleak Midwinter, the
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 melody and the instrument it was being played upon com?bining to melancholy effect. The front door
stood open,and the air through it raised goose bumps. She went toclose it, only to have one of the other
listeners discreetlywhisper, "There's somebody being sick out there."

 She glanced into the street. There was indeed somebodysitting on the edge of the pavement, in the
posture of oneresigned to the dictates of his belly: head down, elbows onhis knees, waiting for the next
surge. Perhaps she made a sound. Perhaps he simply felt her gaze on him. He raisedhis head and looked
around.

 "Gentle, What are you doing out here?"

 "What does it look like?" He hadn't looked too prettylast time she'd seen him, but he looked a damn
sight worsenow: haggard, unshaven, and waxy with nausea.

 "There's a bathroom in the house."

 "There's a wheelchair up there," Gentle said, with analmost superstitious look. "I'd prefer to be sick out
here."
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 He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. It wasvirtually covered in paint. So was the other, she
now saw;and his trousers, and his shirt.

 "You've been busy."

 He misunderstood. "I shouldn't have drunk anything,"he said.

 "Do you want me to get you some water?"

 "No, thanks. I'm going home. Will you say goodbye toTaylor and Clem for me? I can't face going back
in. I'll dis?grace myself." He got to his feet, stumbling a little. "Wedon't seem to meet under very pleasant
circumstances, dowe?" he said.

 "I think I should drive you home. You'll either kill your?self or somebody else."

 "It's all right," he said, raising his painted hands. "Theroads are empty. I'll be fine." He started to
rummage in hispocket for his car keys.

 "You saved my life; let me return the favor."

 He looked up at her, his eyelids drooping. "Maybe itwouldn't be such a bad idea."

 She went back inside to say farewell on behalf of herself
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 and Gentle. Taylor was back in his chair. She caught sight of him before he saw her. He was staring into
middle dis?tance, his eyes glazed. It wasn't sorrow she read in his ex?pression, but a fatigue so profound
it had wiped all feelingfrom him except, maybe, regret for unsolved mysteries. Shewent to him and
explained that she'd found Gentle andthat he was sick and needed taking-home.

 "Isn't he going to come and say goodbye?" Taylor said.

 "I think he's afraid of throwing up all over the carpet, or you, or both."

 "Tell him to call me. Tell him I want to see him soon."He took hold of Jude's hand, holding it with
surprisingstrength. "Soon, tell him."

 "I will."

 "I want to see that grin of his one more time."

 "There'll be lots of times," she said.

 He shook his head. "Once will have to do," he repliedsoftly.

 She kissed him and promised she'd call to say she gothome safely. On her way to the door she met
Clem andonce again made her apologies and farewells.

 "Call me if there's anything I can do," she offered.
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 "Thanks, but I think it's a waiting game."

 "Then we can wait together."

 "Better just him and me," Clem said. "But I will call."

 He glanced towards Taylor, who was once more staringat nothing.

 "He's determined to hold on till spring. One morespring, he keeps saying. He never gave a fuck about
cro?cuses till now." Clem smiled. "You know what's wonder?ful?" he said. "I've fallen in love with him all
over again."

 "That is wonderful."

 "And now I'm going to lose him, just when I realizewhat he means to me. You won't make that mistake,
willyou?" He looked at her hard. "You know who I mean."

 She nodded.

 "Good. Then you'd better take him home."

 126                      CLIVE BARKER

 2

 The roads were as empty as he'd predicted, and it took onlyfifteen minutes to get back to Gentle's
studio. He wasn'texactly coherent. On the way, the exchanges between themwere full of gaps and
discontinuities, as though his mindwere running ahead of his tongue, or behind it. Drinkwasn't the culprit.
Jude had seen Gentle drunk on all formsof alcohol; it made him roaring, randy, and sanctimoniousby
turns. Never like this, with his head back against theseat, his eyes closed, talking" from the bottom of a
pit. Onemoment he was thanking her for looking after him, thenext he was telling her not to mistake the
paint on his handsfor shit. It wasn't shit, he kept saying, it was burnt umber,and prussian blue, and
cadmium yellow, but somehowwhen you mixed colors together, any colors, they alwayscame out looking
like shit eventually. This monologuedwindled into silence, from which, a minute or two later, anew subject
emerged.

 "I can't look at him, you know, the way he is..."

 "Who?" Jude said.

 "Taylor. I can't look at him when he's so sick. You know how much I hate sickness."

 She'd forgotten. It amounted to a paranoia with him,fueled perhaps by the fact that though he treated his
body with scant regard for its health he not only never sickenedbut hardly aged. Doubtless the collapse,
when it came,would be calamitous: excess, frenzy, and the passage ofyears taking their toll in one fell
swoop. Until that time hewanted no reminders of his physical frailty.

 "Taylor's going to die, isn't he?" he said.

 "Clem thinks very soon."
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 Gentle gave a heavy sigh. "I should spend some timewith him. We were good friends once."

 "There were rumors about you two."

 "He spread them, not me."

 "Just rumors, were they?"
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 "What do you think?"

 "I think you've probably tried every experience thatswam by at least once."

 "He's not my type," Gentle said, not opening his eyes.

 "You should see him again," she said. "You've got toface up to falling apart sooner or later. It happens to
us all."

 "Not to me it won't. When I start'to decay, I'm going tokill myself. I swear." He made fists of his painted
handsand raised them to his face, drawing the knuckles downover his cheeks. "I won't let it happen," he
said.

 "Good luck," she replied.

 They drove the rest of the way without any further ex?change between them, his passive presence on the
passen?ger seat beside her making her uneasy. She kept thinking ofTaylor's story and expecting him to
start talking, unleash?ing a stream of lunacies. It wasn't until she announced thatthey'd arrived at the
studio that she realized he'd fallenasleep. She stared at him awhile: at the smooth dome of hisforehead
and the delicate configuration of his lips. It wasstill in her to dote on him, no question of that. But what lay
that way? Disappointment and frustrated rage. DespiteClem's words of encouragement she was almost
certain itwas a lost cause.

 She shook him awake and asked him if she could use hisbathroom before going on her way. The punch
was heavyin her bladder. He was hesitant, which surprised her. Thesuspicion dawned that he'd already
moved a female com?panion into the studio, some seasonal bird to be stuffed forChristmas and dumped
by New Year. Curiosity made herpress to be allowed in. Reluctant as he was, he couldscarcely say no,
of course, and she traipsed up the stairsafter him, wondering as she went what the conquest wasgoing to
look like, only to find that the studio was empty.His sole companion was the painting that had so filthied
hishands. He seemed genuinely upset that she'd set eyes on it and ushered her to the bathroom, more
discomfited than ifher first suspicions had been correct and one of his con?quests had indeed been
disporting herself on the thread-
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 bare couch. Poor Gentle. He was getting stranger by theday.

 She relieved herself and emerged from the toilet to findthe painting covered with a stained sheet and him
lookingfurtive and fidgety, clearly eager to have her out of theplace. She saw no reason not to be plain
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with him, and said,"Working on something new?"

 "Nothing much," he said.

 "I'd like to see."

 "It's not finished."

 "It doesn't matter to me if it's a fake," she said. "I knowwhat you and Klein get up to."

 "It's not a fake," he said, a fierceness in his voice andface she'd not seen so far tonight. "It's mine."

 "An original Zacharias?" she remarked. "This I have to see."

 She reached for the sheet, before he could stop her, andflipped it up over the top of the canvas. She'd
only had aglimpse of the picture as she'd entered, and from some dis?tance. Up close, it was clear he'd
worked on the canvaswith no little ferocity. There were places where it had beenpunctured, as though
he'd stabbed it with his palette knifeor brush; other places where the paint was laid on with glu?tinous
abandon, then thumbed and fingered to drive itbefore his will. All this to achieve the likeness of what?
Two people, it seemed, standing face to face against a bru?tal sky, their flesh white, but shot through with
jabs of lividcolor.

 "Who are they?" she said.

 "They?"he said, sounding almost surprised that she'd read the image thusly, then covering his response
with ashrug. "Nobody," he said, "just an experiment," andpulled the sheet back down over the painting.

 "Is it a commission?"

 "I'd prefer not to discuss it," he said.

 His discomfort was oddly charming. He was like a childwho'd been caught about some secret ritual.
"You're full ofsurprises," she said, smiling.

 "Nan, not me."
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 Though the painting was out of sight he continued tolook ill at ease, and she realized there was going to
be nofurther discussion of the picture or its import.

 "I'll be off, then," she said.

 "Thanks for the lift," he replied, escorting her to thedoor.

 "Do you still want to have that drink?" she said.

 "You're not going back to New York?"

 "Not immediately. I'll call you in a couple of days. Don'tforget Taylor."
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 "What are you, my conscience?" he said, with too smalla trace of humor to soften the weight of the
reply. "I won't forget."

 "You leave marks on people, Gentle. That's a responsi?bility you can't just shrug off."

 "I'll try to be invisible from now on," he replied.

 He didn't take her to the front door but let her headdown the stairs alone, closing the studio door before
she'dtaken more than half a dozen steps. As she went, she won?dered what misbegotten instinct had
made her suggestdrinks. Well, it was easily slipped out of, even assuming heremembered the suggestion
had been made, which shedoubted.

 Once out in the street she looked up at the building tosee if she could spot him through the window. She
had tocross the road to do so, but from the opposite pavement shecould see him standing in front of the
painting, which hehad once again unveiled. He was staring at it with his headslightly cocked. She couldn't
be certain, but it looked asthough his lips were moving; as though he were talking tothe image on the
canvas. What was he saying? she won?dered. Was he coaxing some image forth from the chaos ofpaint?
And if so, in which of his many tongues was hespeaking?

 13

 I

 She had seen two people where he'd painted one. Not a he, a she, or an it, but they. She'd looked at
the image and seenpast his conscious intention to a buried purpose, one he'dhidden even from himself.
Now he went back to the canvasand looked at it again, with borrowed eyes, and there theywere, the
two she'd seen. In his passion to capture someimpression of Pie 'oh' pah, he had painted the assassin
stepping from shadow (or back into it), a stream of dark?ness running down the middle of his face and
torso. It di?vided the figure from top to bottom, and its outer edges,ragged and lush, described the
reciprocative forms of pro?files, etched in white from the halves of what he'd intendedto be a single face.
They stared at each other like lovers,eyes looking forward in the Egyptian manner, the backs oftheir
heads folded into shadow. The question was: Who werethese two? What had he been trying to express,
set?ting these faces thus, nose to nose?

 He interrogated the painting for several minutes aftershe'd gone, preparing as he did so to attack the
canvasagain. But when it came to doing so, he lacked the strength.His hands were trembling, his palms
clammy; his eyescould only focus upon the image indifferently well. He re?treated from the picture, afraid
to touch it in this weakenedstate for fear he'd undo what little he'd already achieved. Apainting could
escape so quickly. A few inept strokes and alikeness (to a face, to another painter's work) could flee the
canvas and never be recaptured. Better to leave it alone to?night. To rest, and hope he was strong
tomorrow.

 He dreamed of sickness. Of lying in his bed, naked beneatha thin white sheet, shivering so hard his teeth
chattered.Snow fell from the ceiling intermittently and didn't meltwhen it touched his flesh, because he
was colder than the
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 snow. There were visitors in his sickroom, and he tried totell them how cold he was, but he had no
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power in his voice,and the words came out as gasps, as though he were strug?gling for his last breath. He
began to fear that this dreamcondition was fatal; that snow and breathlessness wouldbury him. He had to
act. Rise up from the hard bed andprove these mourners premature.

 With painful slowness, he moved his hands to the edgeof the mattress in the hope of pulling himself
upright, butthe sheets were slick with his final sweat, and he couldn'tget a firm hold. Fear turned to panic,
despair bringing on anew round of gasps, more desperate than the last. He strug?gled to make his
situation plain, but the door of his sick?room stood wide, now, and all the mourners haddisappeared
through it. He could hear them in anotherroom, talking and laughing. There was a patch of sun onthe
threshold, he saw. Next door it was summer. Here,there was only the heart-stopping cold, taking a
firmer gripon him by the moment. He gave up attempting Lazarus andinstead let his palms lie flat on the
sheets and his eyes flut?ter closed. The sound of voices from the next room soft?ened to a murmur. The
noise of his heart dwindled. Newsounds rose to replace it, however. A wind was gusting out?side, and
branches thrashed at the windows. Somebody'svoice rose in prayer; another simply sobbed. What grief
was this? Not his passing, surely. He was too minor to earnsuch lamentation. He opened his eyes again.
The bed hadgone; so had the snow. Lightning threw into silhouette aman who stood watching the storm.

 "Can you make me forget?" Gentle heard himself say?ing. "Do you have the trick of that?"

 "Of course," came the soft reply. "But you don't want it."

 "No, what I want's death, but I'm too afraid of that to?night. That's the real sickness: fear of death. But I
can livewith forgetfulness, give me that."

 "For how long?"

 "Until the end of the world."

 Another lightning flash burned out the figure in front of

 132                      CLIVE BARKER

 him, and then the whole scene. Gone; forgotten. Gentleblinked the afterimage of window and silhouette
out of hiseyes and, in doing so, passed between sleep and waking.

 The room was cold, but not as icy as his deathbed. He satupright, staring first at his unclean hands, then
at the win?dow. It was still night, but he could hear the sound of vehi?cles on the Edgware Road, their
murmur reassuring.Already—distracted by sound and sight—the nightmarewas fading. He was happy to
lose it.

 He shrugged off the bedclothes and went to the kitchento find himself something to drink. There was a
carton of milk in the refrigerator. He downed its contents—thoughthe milk was ready to turn—aware that
his churned systemwould probably reject it in short order. Quenched, hewiped his mouth and chin and
went through to look at thepainting again, but the intensity of the dream from whichhe'd just woken made
a mockery of his efforts. He wouldnot conjure the assassin by this crude magic. He could painta dozen
canvases, a hundred, and still not capture the ambi?guities of Pie 'oh' pah. He belched, bringing the taste
ofbad milk back up into his mouth. What was he to do? Lockhimself away and let this sickness in
him—put there by thesight of the assassin—consume him? Or bathe, sweetenhimself, and go out to find
some faces to put between him and the memory? Both vain endeavors. Which left a third,distressing
route. To find Pie 'oh' pah in the flesh: to facehim, question him, have his fill of him, until every ambigu?ity
was scoured away.
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 He went on staring at the painting while he turned thisoption over. What would it take to find the
assassin? An interrogation of Estabrook, for one. That wouldn't be tooonerous a duty. Then a search of
the city, to find the placeEstabrook bad claimed he couldn't recall. Again, no greathardship. Better than
sour milk and sourer dreams.

 Knowing that in the light of morning he might lose hispresent clarity of mind, and he was best to close off
at leastone route of retreat, he went to the paints, squeezed ontohis palm a fat worm of cadmium yellow,
and worked it into
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 the still-wet canvas. It obliterated the lovers immediately,but he wasn't satisfied until he'd covered the
canvas fromedge to edge. The color fought for its brilliance, but it soondeteriorated, tainted by the
darkness it was trying to ob?scure. By the time he'd finished, it was as if his attempt to capture Pie 'oh'
pah had never been made.

 Satisfied, he stood back and belched again. The nauseahad gone from him. He felt strangely buoyant.
Maybe sourmilk suited him.

 2

 Pie 'oh' pah sat on the step of his trailer and stared up atthe night sky. In their beds behind him, his
adopted wifeand children slept. In the heavens above him, the starswere burning behind a blanket of
sodium-tinted cloud. Hehad seldom felt more alone in his long life than now.Since returning from New
York he had been in a state of constant anticipation. Something was going to happen tohim and his
world, but he didn't know what. His igno?rance pained him, not simply because he was helpless in the
face of this imminent event, but because his inability to grasp its nature was testament to how his skills
haddeteriorated. The days when he could read futurities offthe air had gone. He was more and more a
prisoner of thehere and now. That here, the body he occupied, was alsoless than its former glory. It was
so long since he'd corre?sponded the way he had with Gentle, taking the will ofanother as the gospel of
his flesh, that he'd almost lost thetrick of it. But Gentle's desire had been potent enough toremind him, and
his body still reverberated with echoes oftheir time together. Though it had ended badly he didn't regret
snatching those minutes. Another such encountermight never come.

 He wandered from his trailer towards the perimeter ofthe encampment. The first light of dawn was
beginning toeat at the murk. One of the camp mongrels, back from anight of adventuring, squeezed
between two sheets of cor-
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 rugated iron and came wagging to his side. He stroked thedog's snout and tickled behind its
battle-ravaged ears,wishing he could find his way back to his home and masterso easily.

 3

 It was the oft-stated belief of Esmond Bloom Godolphin,the late father of Oscar and Charles, that a man
couldnever have too many bolt holes, and of E.B.G.'s countlesssaws this was the only one Oscar had
been significantly in?fluenced by. He had not less than four places of occupationin London. The house in
Primrose Hill was his chief resi?dence, but there was also a pied-a-terre in Maida Vale, asmallish flat in
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Notting Hill, and the location he was pres?ently occupying: a windowless warehouse concealed in amaze
of derelict and near-derelict properties near the river.

 It was not a place he was particularly happy to frequent,especially not on the day after Christmas, but
over theyears it had proved a secure haven for Dowd's two associ?ates, the voiders, and it now served
as a Chapel of Rest forDowd himself. His naked corpse lay beneath a shroud onthe cold concrete, with
aromatic herbs, picked and dried onthe slopes of the Jokalaylau, smoldering in bowls at hishead and feet,
after the rituals proscribed in that region.The voiders had shown little interest in the arrival of their leader's
body. They were functionaries, incapable of any?thing but the most rudimentary thought processes. They
had no physical appetites: no desire, no hunger or thirst, noambition. They simply sat out the days and
nights in thedarkness of the warehouse and waited for Dowd to instructthem. Oscar was less than
comfortable in their company,but could not bring himself to leave until this business wasfinished. He'd
brought a book to read: a cricket almanacthat he found soothing to peruse. Every now and then he'dget
up and refuel the bowls. Otherwise there was little to dobut wait.

 It had already been a day and a half since he'd madesuch a show of taking Dowd's life: a performance of
which
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 he was justly proud. But the casualty that lay before himwas a real loss. Dowd had been passed down
the line ofGodolphins for two centuries, bound to them until the endof time or of Joshua's line, whichever
came first. And hehad been a fine manservant. Who else could mix a whiskyand soda so well? Who else
knew to dry and powder be?tween Oscar's toes with special care, because he was proneto fungal
infections there? Dowd was irreplaceable, and it had pained Oscar considerably to take the brutal
measurescircumstance had demanded. But he'd done so knowingthat while there was a slim possibility
that he would lose hisservant forever, an entity such as Dowd could survive adisemboweling as long as
the rituals of Resurrection werereadily and precisely followed. Oscar was not in ignoranceof those rituals.
He'd spent many lazy Yzordderrexian eve?nings on the roof of Peccable's house, watching the tail ofthe
comet disappear behind the towers of the Autarch'spalace, talking about the theory and practice of
Imajicalfeits, writs, pneumas, uredos, and the rest. He knew the oilsto pour into Dowd's carcass, and
what blossoms to burnaround the body. He even had in his treasure room a pho?netic version of the
ritual, set down by Peccable himself, in case Dowd was ever harmed. He had no idea how long the
process would take, but he knew better than to peer be?neath the sheet to see if the bread of life was
rising. Hecould only bide his time and hope he'd done all that wasnecessary.

 At four minutes past four, he had proof of his precision. A choking breath was drawn beneath the sheet,
and a sec?ond later Dowd sat up. The motion was so sudden, and—after such a time—so unexpected,
Oscar panicked, hischair tipping over as he rose, the almanac flying from hishand. He'd seen much in his
time that the people of theFifth would call miraculous, but not in a dismal room likethis, with the
commonplace world grinding on its way out?side the door. Composing himself, he searched for a wordof
welcome, but his mouth was so dry he could have blotteda letter with his tongue. He simply stared,
gaping andamazed.
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 Dowd had pulled the sheet off his face and was studyingthe hand with which he'd done so, his face as
empty as theeyes of the voiders sitting against the opposite wall.

 I've made a terrible error, Oscar thought. I've broughtback the body, but the soul's gone out of him: Oh,
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Christ,what now?

 Dowd stared on, blankly. Then, like a puppet into whicha hand has been inserted, bringing the illusion of
life andindependent purpose to senseless stuff, he raised his head,and his face filled with expression. It
was all anger. He nar?rowed his eyes and bared his teeth as he spoke.

 "You did me a great wrong," he said. "A terriblewrong."

 Oscar worked up some spittle, thick as mud. "I did what I deemed necessary," he replied, determined
not to be cowed by the creature. It had been bound by Joshuanever to do a Godolphin harm, much as it
might presentlywish to.

 "What have I ever done to you that you humiliate methat way?" Dowd said.

 "I had to prove my allegiance to the Tabula Rasa. Youunderstand why."

 "And must I continue to be humiliated?" he said. "CanI not at least have something to wear?"

 "Your suit's stained."

 "It's better than nothing," Dowd replied.

 The garments lay on the floor a few feet from where Dowd sat, but he made no move to pick them up.
Aware that Dowd was testing the limits of his master's remorse, but willing to play the game for a while at
least, Oscarpicked up the clothes and laid them within Dowd's reach.

 "I knew a knife wasn't going to kill you," he said.

 "It's more than I did," Dowd replied. "But that's not thepoint. I would have entered the game with you if
that's what you'd wanted. Happily; slavishly. Entered and diedfor you." His tone was that of a man
deeply and inconsola- Wy affronted. "Instead, you conspire against me. Youmake me suffer like a
common criminal."
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 "I couldn't afford for it to look like a charade. If they'dsuspected it was stage-managed—"

 "Oh, I see," Dowd replied. Unwittingly Oscar hadcaused even greater offense with this justification.
"Youdidn't trust my actorly instincts. I've played every lead Quexos wrote: comedy, tragedy, farce. And
you didn'ttrust me to carry off a petty little death scene!"

 "All right, I was mistaken."

 "I thought the knife stung badly enough. But this—"

 "Please, accept my apologies. It was crude and hurtful.What can I do to heal the harm, eh? Name it,
Dowdy. I feelI've violated the trust between us and I have to make good. Whatever you want, just name
it."

 Dowd shook his head. "It's not as easy as that."
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 "I know. But it's a start. Name it."

 Dowd considered the offer for a full minute, staring not at Oscar but the blank wall. Finally, he said, "I'll
start withthe assassin, Pie 'oh' pah."

 "What do you want with a mystif?"

 "I want to torment it. I want to humiliate it. And finally, I want to kill it."

 "Why?"

 "You offered me whatever I wanted. Name it, you said.I've named it."

 "Then you have carte blanche to do whatever youwish," Oscar said. "Is that all?"

 "For now," Dowd said. "I'm sure something more willoccur. Death's put some strange ideas in my head.
But I'llname them as time goes by."

 14

 While it was to prove difficult for Gentle to prize from Es-tabrook the details of the night journey that
had taken himto Pie( oh' pah, it was not as difficult as getting in to see theman in the first place. He went
to the house around noon,to find the curtains at all the windows meticulously drawn.He knocked and
rang the bell for several minutes, butthere was no reply. Assuming Estabrook had gone out for a
constitutional, he left off his attempt and went to findsomething to put into his stomach, which after being
sothoroughly scorned the night before was echoing with itsown emptiness. It was Boxing Day, of course,
and therewas no cafe or restaurant open, but he located a small su?permarket managed by a family of
Pakistanis, who weredoing a fine trade supplying Christians with stale bread tobreak. Though the stock
had disappeared from many of the shelves, the store still had a tempting parade of toothdecayers, and
Gentle left with chocolate, biscuits, and caketo satisfy his sweet tooth. He found a bench and sat downto
subdue his hunger. The cake was too moist and heavy forhis taste, so he broke it up into pieces and
threw it to thepigeons his meal had attracted. The news soon spread thatthere was sustenance to be had,
and what had been an inti?mate picnic quickly turned into a squabbling match. In lieuof loaves and fishes
to subdue the mob, Gentle tossed therest of his biscuits into the midst of the feasters and re?turned to
Estabrook's house content with his chocolate. Ashe approached he saw a motion at one of the upper
win?dows. He didn't bother to ring and knock this time, butsimply called up at the window.

 "I want a word, Charlie! I know you're in there. Openup!"

 When there was no sign of Estabrook obliging, he let hisvoice ring out a little louder. There was very
little competi-
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 tion from traffic, this being a holiday. His call was a clarion.

 "Come on, Charlie, open up, unless you want me to tell the neighbors about our little deal."

 The curtain was drawn aside this time, and Gentle hadhis first sight of Estabrook. A glimpse only, for the
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curtainwas dropped back into place a moment later. Gentlewaited, and just as he was about to start his
haranguingafresh heard the front door being unbolted. Estabrook ap?peared, barefoot and bald. The
latter was a shock. Gentlehadn't known the man wore a toupe"e. Without it his facewas as round and
white as a plate, his features set upon itlike a child's breakfast. Eggs for eyes, a tomato nose, sau?sage
lips: all swimming in a grease of fear.

 "It's time we talked," Gentle said and, without waitingfor anjnvitation, stepped inside.

 He pulled no punches in his interrogation, making itplain from the outset that this was no social call. He
neededto know where to find Pie 'oh' pah, and he wasn't going tobe fobbed off with excuses. To aid
Estabrook's memoryhe'd brought a battered street map of London. He set itdown on the table between
them.

 "Now," he said. "We sit here until you've told whereyou went that night. And if you lie to me I swear
I'm'goingto come back and break your neck."

 Estabrook didn't attempt any obfuscation. His mannerwas that of a man who had passed many days in
terror of asound upon his step and was relieved, now that it hadcome, that his caller was merely human.
His egg eyes wereperpetually on the verge of breaking, and his hands trem?bled as he flipped the pages
of the gazetteer, murmuring ashe did so that he was sure of nothing but he would try toremember. Gentle
didn't press too hard, but let the manmake the journey again in memory, running his finger backand forth
over the map as he did so.

 They'd driven through Lambeth, he said, then Kenning-ton and Stockwell. He didn't remember grazing
ClaphamCommon, so he assumed they'd driven to the east of it, to?wards Streatham Hill. He
remembered a church andsought out a cross on the map that would mark the place.
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 There were several, but only one close to the other land?mark he remembered, the railway line. At this
point, hesaid he could offer nothing more by way of directions, only a description of the place itself: the
corrugated iron perime?ter, the trailers, the fires. "You'll find it," he said."I'd better," Gentle replied.

 He'd so far told Estabrook nothing about the circum?stances that had brought him back here, though the
manhad several times asked if Judith was alive and well. Nowhe asked again.

 "Please tell me," he said. "I've been straight with you, Iswear I have. Won't you please tell me how she
is?""She's alive and kicking," Gentle said."Has she mentioned me at all? She must have done.What did
she say? Did you tell her I still love her?"

 "I'm not your pimp," Gentle said. "Tell her yourself. Ifyou can get her to talk to you."

 "What am I going to do?" Estabrook said. He took holdof Gentle's arm. "You're an expert with women,
aren'tyou? Everybody says so. What can I do to make amends?""She'd probably be satisfied if you sent
her your balls,"Gentle said. "Anything less wouldn't be appropriate." "You think it's funny."

 "Trying to have your wife killed? No, I don't think that'svery amusing. Changing your mind and wanting
everythinglovey-dovey again: that's hysterical."

 "You wait till you love somebody the way I love Judith. If you're capable of that, which I doubt. You
wait until youwant somebody so badly your sanity bangs on it. You'lllearn."
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 Gentle didn't rise to the remark. It was too close to hispresent state to be fully confessed, even to
himself. Butonce out of the house, map in hand, he couldn't suppress asmile of pleasure that he had a way
forward. It was alreadygetting gloomy, as the midwinter afternoon closed its fiston the city. But darkness
loved lovers, even if the world nolonger did.
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 2

 At midday, with his unease of the previous night allayednot one jot, Pie 'oh' pah had suggested to
Theresa that theyshould leave the encampment. The suggestion wasn't metwith enthusiasm. The baby was
sick 'with sniffles and hadnot stopped wailing since she'd woken; the other child wasfeverish too. This
was no time to be going away, Theresasaid, even if they had somewhere to go, which they didn't.We'll
take the trailer with us, Pie replied; we'll just driveout of the city. To the coast, maybe, where the children
would benefit from the cleaner air. Theresa liked that idea. Tomorrow, she said, or the day after, but not
now.

 Pie pressed the case, however, until she asked him whathe was so nervous about. He had no answer to
give; at leastnone that she'd care to hear. She understood nothing of hisnature, nor questioned him about
his past. He was simply a provider, someone who put food in the mouths of her chil?dren and his arms
around her at night. But her question stillhung in the air, so he answered it as best he could.

 "I'm afraid for us," he said.

 "It's that old man, isn't it?" Theresa replied. "The onewho came to see you? Who was he?"

 "He wanted a job done."

 "And you did it?"

 "No."

 "So you think he's going to come back?" she said."We'll set the dogs on him."

 It was healthy to hear such plain solutions, even if—as now—they didn't answer the problem at hand.
His mystifsoul was sometimes too readily drawn to the ambiguitiesthat mirrored his true self. But she
chastened him; re?minded him that he'd taken a face and a function and, inthis human sphere, a sex; that
as far as she was concernedhe belonged in the fixed world of children, dogs, and or?ange peel. There
was no room for poetry in such straitened
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 circumstances; no time between hard dawn and uneasydusk for the luxury of doubt or speculation.

 Now another of those dusks had fallen, and Theresa was putting her cherished ones to bed in the trailer.
They slept well. He had a spell that he'd kept polished from the days of his power, a way of speaking
prayers into a pillow so they'd sweeten the sleeper's dreams. His Maestro had asked for its comfort
often, and Pie used it still, two hun?dred years later. Even now Theresa was laying her chil?dren's heads
upon down suffused with cradle songs, secreted-there to guide them from the dark world into thebright.

Page  103



 The mongrel he'd met at the perimeter in the predawn gloom was barking furiously, and he went out to
calm it.Seeing him approach it pulled on its chain, scrabbling at the dirt to be closer to him. Its owner was
a man Pie had littlecontact with, a short-tempered Scot who brutalized the dog when he could catch it.
Pie went down on his haunches to hush the creature, for fear its din brought the owner outfrom his
supping. The dog obeyed but continued to paw atPie fretfully, clearly wanting to be loosed from its leash.

 "What's wrong, buster?" he said to it, scratching behindits war-torn ears. "Have you got a lady out
there?"

 He looked up towards the perimeter as he spoke andcaught the fleeting glimpse of a figure stepping into
shadow behind one of the trailers. The dog had seen the interlopertoo. It set up a new round of barking.
Pie stood up again."Who's there?" he demanded.

 A sound at the other end of the encampment claimed hisattention momentarily: water splashing on the
ground. No,not water. The stench that reached his nostrils was that of petrol. He looked back towards
his own trailer. Theresa'sshadow was on the blind, her head bowed as she turned offthe nightlight beside
the children's bed. The stench wascoming from that direction too. He reached down and re?leased the
dog.

 "Go, boy! Go! Go!"

 It ran barking at a figure slipping out through a gap in
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 the fence. As it went Pie started towards his trailer, yellingTheresa's name.

 Behind him, somebody shouted for him to shut up outthere, but the curses were unfinished, erased by
the boom and bloom of fire, twin eruptions that lit the encampmentfrom end to end. He heard Theresa
scream, saw Samesurge up and around his trailer. The spilled fuel was only afuse. Before he'd covered
ten yards the mother lode ex?ploded directly under the vehicle, the force sufficient to lift it off the ground
and pitch it on its side.

 Pie was blown over by a solid wave of heat. By the timehe'd scrabbled to his feet the trailer was a solid
sheet offlame. As he pitched himself through the baking air to?wards the pyre he heard another sobbing
cry and realized itwas his own, a sound he'd forgotten his throat could makebut which was always the
same, grief on grief.

 Gentle had just sighted the church which had been Esta-brook's last landmark when a sudden day broke
on thestreet ahead, as though the sun had come to burn the nightaway. The car in front of his veered
sharply, and he wasonly able to prevent a collision by mounting the pavement,bringing his own car to a
juddering halt inches short of thechurch wall.

 He got out and headed towards the fire on foot, turninga corner to head directly into the smoke, which
veered andveered again as he ran, allowing him only glimpses of hisdestination. He saw a corrugated iron
fence, and beyond ita host of trailers, most of which were already ablaze. Evenif he'd not had
Estabrook's description to confirm that thiswas indeed Pie 'oh' pah's home, the fact of its destruction
would have marked it out. Death had preceded him here,like his shadow, thrown forward by a blaze at
his back thatwas even brighter than the one that lay ahead. His knowl?edge of this other cataclysm, the
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one behind, had been apart of the business between himself and the assassin fromthe beginning. It had
flickered in their first exchanges onFifth Avenue; it had lit the fury that had sent him to debatewith the
canvas; and it had burned brightest in his dreams,
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 in that room he'd invented (or remembered) where he'dbegged Pie for forgetfulness. What had they
experiencedtogether that had been so terrible he'd wanted to forget hiswhole life rather than live with the
fact? Whatever it was, itwas somehow echoed in this new calamity, and he wishedto God he could have
his forgetfulness undone and knowwhat crime he'd committed that brought upon innocentssuch
punishment as this.

 The encampment was an inferno, wind fanning flamesthat in turn inspired new wind, with flesh the toy of
both.He had only piss and spittle against this conflagration—useless!—but he ran on towards it anyway,
his eyes stream?ing as the smoke bit at them, not knowing what hope ofsurvival he had, only certain that
Pie was somewhere in this firestorm and to lose him now would be tantamount to los?ing himself.

 There were some escapees, a pitiful few. He ran pastthem towards the gap in the fence through which
they'd es?caped. His route was by turns clear and confounded, as thewind brought choking smoke in his
direction, then carried it away again. He pulled off his leather jacket and threw it over his head as
primitive protection against the heat, thenducked through the fence. There was solid flame in front ofhim,
making the way forward impassable. He tried to hisleft and found a gap between two blazing vehicles.
Dodgingbetween them, the smell of singeing leather already sharpin his nostrils, he found himself in the
middle of the com?pound, a space relatively free of combustible material, andthus of fire. But on every
side, the flames had hold. Only three of the trailers weren't blazing, and the veering windwould soon carry
the flame in their direction. How many ofthe inhabitants had fled before the flames took hold hecouldn't
know, but it was certain there'd be no further es?capees. The heat was nearly unbearable. It beat upon
himfrom every side, cooking his thoughts to incoherence. Buthe held on to the image of the creature he'd
come to find, determined not to desert the pyre until he had that face inhis hands or knew beyond doubt
it was ash.

 A dog appeared from the smoke, barking hysterically.
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 As it ran past him a fresh eruption of fire drove it back theway it had come, its panic escalating. Having
no better route, he chased its tail through the chaos, calling Pie'sname as he ran, though each breath he
took was hotterthan the last, and after a few such shouts the name was arasp. He'd lost the dog in the
smoke, and all sense of direc?tion at the same time. Even if the way was still clear he nolonger knew
where it lay. The world was fire on every side.

 Somewhere up ahead he heard the dog again, and think?ing now that maybe the only life he'd claim from
this hor?ror was the hound's, he ran in search of it. Tears werepouring from his smoke-stung eyes; he
could barely focus on the ground he was stumbling across. The barkingstopped again, leaving him
without a beacon. There was noway to go but forward, hoping the silence didn't mean the dog had
succumbed. It hadn't. He spotted it ahead of himnow, cowering in terror.

 As he drew a breath to call it to him he saw the figurebeyond it, stepping from the smoke. The fire had
taken its toll on Pie 'oh' pah, but he was at least alive. His eyes, likeGentle's, streamed. There was blood
at his mouth and neck and, in his arms, a forlorn bundle. A child.
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 "Are there more?"Gentle yelled.

 Pie's reply was to glance back over his shoulder, towardsa heap of debris that had once been a trailer.
Rather thandraw another lung-cooking breath to reply, Gentle startedtowards this bonfire but was
intercepted by Pie, whopassed over the child in his arms,

 "Take her," he said.

 Gentle threw aside his jacket and took the child.

 "Now get out!"Pie said. "I'll follow."

 He didn't wait to see his instruction obeyed but turnedback towards the debris.

 Gentle looked down at the child he was carrying. Shewas bloody and blackened, surely dead. But
perhaps lifecould be pumped back into her if he was quick. What wasthe fastest route to safety? The
way he'd come was blocked now, and the ground ahead littered with burning wreckage.Between left and
right, he chose left, because he heard the
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 incongruous sound of somebody whistling somewhere inthe smoke: at least proof that breath could be
drawn in thatdirection.

 The dog came with him, but only for a few steps. Then itretreated again, despite the fact that the air was
cooler bythe step, and a gap in the flames was visible ahead. Visible,but not empty. As Gentle headed for
the place a figurestepped out from behind one of the bonfires. It was thewhistler, still practicing his craft,
though his hair was burn?ing and his hands, raised in front of him, were smokingruins. He turned his head
as he walked and looked at Gen?tle.

 The tune he whistled was charmless, but it was sweet be?side the stare he had. His eyes were like
mirrors, reflectingthe fires: they flared and smoked. This was the fire setter,he realized, or one of them.
That was why it whistled as itburned, because this was its paradise. It didn't attempt to lay its carbonized
hands on either Gentle or the child but walked on into the smoke, turning its stare back towardsthe blaze
as it did so, leaving Gentle's route to the perime?ter clear. The cooler air was heady; it dizzied him, made
him stumble. He held on tight to the child, his only thoughtnow to get it out into the street, in which
endeavor he wasaided by two masked firemen who'd seen his approach andcame to meet him now,
arms outstretched. One took thechild from him; the other bore him up as his legs gave way beneath him.

 "There's people alive in there!" he said, looking backtowards the fire. "You've got to get them out!"

 His rescuer didn't leave his side till he'd got Gentle through the fence and into the street. Then there were
other hands to take charge. Ambulance attendants withstretchers and blankets, telling him that he was
safe nowand everything would be all right. But it wasn't, not as longas Pie was in the fire. He shrugged off
the blanket and re?fused the oxygen mask they were ready to clamp to hisface, insisting that he wanted
no help. With so many othersin need, they didn't waste time attempting to persuade himbut went to aid
those who were sobbing and shrieking on
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 all sides. They were the lucky ones, who had voices to raise.He saw others being carried past who were
too far gone to complain, and still others lying beneath makeshift shroudson the pavement, blackened
limbs jutting out here andthere.

 He turned his back on this horror and began to make hisway around the edge of the encampment. The
fence wasbeing torn down to allow the hoses, which thronged the street like mating snakes, access to the
fire. The enginespumped and roared, their reeling blue lights no competi?tion for the fierce brightness of
the fire itself. By that blazehe saw a substantial crowd had gathered to watch. Theyraised a cheer as the
fence was toppled, sending plagues offireflies up as it fell. He moved on as the firefighters ad?vanced into
the conflagration, bringing their hoses to bearon the heart of the fire. By the time he'd made a half circuitof
the site and was standing opposite the breach they'dmade, the flames were already in retreat in several
places,smoke and steam replacing their fury. He watched themgain ground from his new vantage point,
hoping for someglimpse of life, until the appearance of another two ma?chines and a further group of
firefighters drove him onaround the perimeter, back to the place from which he'demerged.

 There was no sign of Pie 'oh' pah, either being carriedfrom the blaze or standing among those few
survivors who,like Gentle, had refused to be taken away to be tended.The smoke issuing from the fire's
steady defeat was thick?ening, and by the time he got back to the row of bodies onthe pavement—the
number of which had doubled—thewhole scene was barely visible through the pall. He lookeddown at
the shrouded forms. Was one of them Pie 'oh'pah? As he approached the nearest of them a hand was
laidon his shoulder, and he turned to face a policeman whosefeatures were those of a boy soprano,
smooth and troubled.

 "Aren't you the one who brought out the kid?" he said.

 "Yes. Is she all right?"

 "I'm sorry, mate. I'm afraid she's dead. Was she yourkid?"
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 He shook his head. "There was somebody else. A black guy with long curly hair. He had blood on his
face. Has hecome out of there?"

 Formal language now: "I haven't seen anybody.of thatdescription."

 Gentle looked back towards the bodies on the pave?ment.

 "It's no use looking there," the policeman said."They're all black now, whatever color they started out."

 "I have to look," Gentle said.

 "I'm telling you it's no use. You wouldn't recognizethem. Why don't you let me put you in an ambulance?
Youneed seeing to."

 "No. I have to keep looking," Gentle said, and wasabout to move off when the policeman took hold of
hisarm.

 "I think you'd be better away from the fence, sir," hesaid. "There's some danger of explosions."
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 "But he could still be in there."

 "If he is, sir, I think he's gone. There's not much chanceof anybody else coming out alive. Let me take
you to thepolice line. You can watch from there."

 Gentle shook off the man's hold.

 "I'll go," he said. "I don't need an escort."

 It took an hour for the fire to be finally brought undercontrol, by which time it had little left to consume.
Duringthat hour all Gentle could do was wait behind the cordonand watch as the ambulances came and
went, ferrying the last of the injured away and then taking the bodies. As theboy soprano had predicted,
no further victims werebrought out, dead or alive, though Gentle waited until all but a few late arrivals
among the crowd had left, and thefire was almost completely doused. Only when the last ofthe firelighters
emerged from the crematorium, and thehoses were turned off, did he give up hope. It was almosttwo in
the morning. His limbs were burdened with exhaus?tion, but they were light beside the weight in his chest.
Togo heavyhearted was no poet's conceit: it felt as though the
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 pump had turned to lead and was bruising the plush meatof his innards.

 As he wandered back to his car he heard the whistlingagain, the same tuneless sound floating on the dirty
air. He stopped walking and turned to all compass points, lookingfor the source, but the whistler was
already out of sight, andGentle was too weary to give chase. Even if he had, hethought, even if he'd
caught it by its lapels and threatenedto break its burned bones, what purpose would that haveserved?
Assuming it had been moved by his threat (andpain was probably meat and drink to a creature that whis?
tled as it burned) he'd be no more able to comprehend itsreply than interpret Chant's letter: and for
similar reasons.They were both escapees from the same unknown land,whose borders he'd grazed when
he'd gone to New York;the same world that held the God Hapexamendios and hadgiven birth to Pie 'oh'
pah. Sooner or later he'd find a wayto gain access to that state, and when he did all the myster?ies would
come clear: the whistler, the letter, the lover. Hemight even solve the mystery that he met most mornings
inthe shaving mirror: the face he thought he'd known wellenough until recently, but whose code he now
realized he'dforgotten and would not now remember without the helpof the undiscovered God.

 3

 Back in the house in Primrose Hill, Godolphin sat upthrough the night and listened to the news bulletins
report?ing the tragedy. The number of dead rose every hour; twomore victims had already perished in
the hospital. Theorieswere being advanced everywhere as to the cause of the fire;pundits used the event
to comment on the lax safety stan?dards applied to sites where itinerants camped and de?manded a full
Parliamentary inquiry to prevent a repeat ofsuch a conflagration.

 . The reports appalled him. Though he'd given Dowdleash enough to dispatch the mystif—and who
knew whathidden agenda lay there?—the creature had abused the
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 freedom he'd been granted. There would have to be pun?ishment meted out for such abuse, though
Godolphin wasin no mood to plot that now. He'd bide his time, choose hismoment. It would come.

Page  108



Meanwhile, Dowd's violenceseemed to him further evidence of a disturbing pattern.Things he'd thought
immutable were changing. Power wasslipping from the possession of those who'd traditionallyheld it into
the hands of underlings—fixers, familiars, andfunctionaries—who were ill equipped to use it. Tonight's
disaster was symptomatic of that. But the disease hadbarely begun to take hold. Once it spread through
the Do?minions there'd be no stopping it. There had already beenuprisings in Vanaeph and L'Himby,
there were mutteringsof rebellion in Yzordderrex; now there was to be a purgehere in the Fifth Dominion,
organized by the Tabula Rasa,a perfect background to Dowd's vendetta and its bloodyconsequences.
Everywhere, signs of disintegration.

 Paradoxically the most chilling of those signs was super?ficially an image of reconstruction: that of Dowd
re-creat?ing his face so that if he was seen by any member of theSociety he'd not be recognized. It was a
process he'd un?dertaken with each generation, but this was the first timeany Godolphin had witnessed
said process. Now Oscar thought back on it, he suspected Dowd had deliberatelydisplayed his
transformative powers, as further evidence ofhis newfound authority. It had worked. Seeing the facehe'd
grown so used to soften and shift at the will of itspossessor was one of the most distressing spectacles
Oscarhad set eyes upon. The face Dowd had finally fixed was sansmustache and eyebrows, the head
sleeker than hisother, and younger: the face that of an ideal National So?cialist. Dowd must also have
caught that echo, because helater bleached his hair and bought several new suits, allapricot but of a much
severer cut than those he'd worn inhis earlier incarnation. He sensed the instabilities ahead aswell as
Oscar; he felt the rot in the body politic and wasreadying himself for a New Austerity.

 And what more perfect tool than fire, the book burner'sjoy, the soul cleanser's bliss? Oscar shuddered
to contem-
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 plate the pleasure Dowd had taken from his night's work,callously murdering innocent human families in
pursuit ofthe mystif. He would return to the house, no doubt, withtears on his face and say he regretted
the hurt he'd done tothe children. But it would be a performance, a sham. Therewas no true capacity for
grief or regret in the creature, and Oscar knew it. Dowd was deceit incarnate, and from nowon Oscar
knew he had to be on his guard. The comfortableyears were over, Hereafter he would sleep with his
bed?room door locked.

 15

 I

 In her rage at his conspiracies Jude had contemplated sev?eral possible ways to revenge herself upon
Estabrook,ranging from the bloodily intimate to the classically de?tached. But her nature never ceased to
surprise her. Allthoughts of garden shears and prosecutions dimmed in ashort time, and she came to
realize that the worst harm she could do him—given that the harm he'd intended to do herhad been
stopped in its tracks—was to ignore him. Whygive him the satisfaction of her least interest in him? From
now on he would be so far beneath her contempt as to beinvisible. Having unburdened herself of her
story to Taylorand Clem, she sought no further audience. From now onshe wouldn't sully her lips with his
name or let her thoughtsdally with him for two consecutive seconds. At least, thatwas the pact she made
with herself. It proved difficult tokeep.

 On Boxing Day she received the first of what were to be many calls from him, which she resolutely cut
short the in?stant she recognized his voice. It wasn't the authoritativeEstabrook she'd been used to
hearing, and it took her three exchanges before she realized who was on the other end of the line, at
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which point she put down the receiver and let it
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 lie uncradled for the rest of the day. The following morninghe called again, and this time, just in case he
was in anydoubt, she told him, "I don't ever want to hear your voiceagain," and once more cut him off.

 When she'd done so she realized he'd been sobbing ashe spoke, which gave her no little satisfaction, and
the hope that he wouldn't try again. A frail hope; he called twice thatevening, leaving messages on her
answering machine whileshe was out at a party flung by Chester Klein. There sheheard news of Gentle,
to whom she hadn't spoken sincetheir odd parting at the studio. Chester, who was much theworse for
vodka, told her plainly he expected Gentle tohave a full-blown nervous breakdown in a short time. He'd
spoken to the Bastard Boy twice since Christmas, and hewas increasingly incoherent.

 "What is it about all you men?" she found herself say?ing. "You fall apart so easily."

 "That's because we're the more tragic of the sexes,"Chester returned. "God, woman, can't you see how
we suf? fer?"

 "Frankly, no."

 "Well, we do. Take it from me. We do."

 "Is there any particular reason, or is it just free-form suf?fering?"

 "We're all sealed up," Klein said. "Nothing can get in."

 "So are women. What's the—"

 "Women get fucked," Klein interrupted, pronouncingthe word with a drunken ripeness. "Oh, you bitch
about it, but you love it. Go on, admit it. You love it."

 "So all men really want is to get fucked, is that it?" Judesaid. "Or are you just talking personally?"

 This brought a ripple of laughter from those who'dgiven up their chitchat to watch the fireworks.

 "Not literally," Klein spat back. "You're not listening tome."

 "I'm listening. You're just not making any sense."

 "Take the church—"

 "Fuck the church!"

 "No, listen!" Klein said, teeth clenched. "I'm telling
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 God's honest fucking truth here. Why do you think meninvented the church, huh? Huh?"

 His bombast had infuriated Jude to the point where sherefused to reply. He went on, unperturbed,
talking pedanti?cally, as if to a slow student.

 "Men invented the church so they could bleed forChrist. So they could be entered by the Holy Spirit. So
theycould be saved from being sealed up." His lesson finished,he leaned back in his chair, raising his
glass. "In vodka veri-tas," he said.

 "In vodka shit," Jude replied.

 "Well, that's just typical of you, isn't it?" Klein's wordsslurred. "As soon as you're fucking beaten you
start the in?sults."

 She turned from him, shaking her head dismissively. Buthe still had a barb in his armory.

 "Is that how you drive the Bastard Boy crazy?" he said.

 She turned back on him, stung. "Keep him out of this,"she snapped.

 "You want to see sealed up?" Klein said. "There's your example. He's out of his head, you know that?"

 "Who cares?" she said. "If he wants to have a nervousbreakdown, he can have one."

 "How very humanitarian of you."

 She stood up at this juncture, knowing she was peril?ously close to losing her temper completely.

 "I know the Bastard Boy's excuse," Klein went on."He's anemic. He's only got enough blood for his
brain or his prick. If he gets a hard-on, he can't remember his ownname."

 "I wouldn't know," Jude said, swilling the ice around inher glass.

 "Is that your excuse too?" Klein went on. "Have yougot something down there you haven't been telling
usabout?"

 "If I had," she said, "you'd be the last to know."

 And so saying, she deposited her drink, ice and all, downthe front of his open shirt.

 She regretted it afterwards, of course, and she drove
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 home trying to invent some way of making peace with him without apologizing. Unable to think of any,
she decided tolet it lie. She'd had arguments with Klein before, drunk and sober. They were forgotten
after a month; two at most.

 She got in to find more messages from Estabrook await?ing her. He wasn't sobbing any more. His voice
was a color?less dirge, delivered from what was clearly genuine despair.The first call was filled with the
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same pleas she'd heardbefore. He told her he was losing his mind without her andneeded her with him.
Wouldn't she at least talk to him, lethim explain himself? The second call was less coherent. Hesaid she
didn't understand how many secrets he had, howhe was smothered in secrets and it was killing him.
Wouldn't she come back to see him, he said, even if it was just to collect her clothes?

 That was probably the only part of her exit scene shewould rewrite if she could play it over again. In her
rageshe'd left a goodly collection of personal items, jewelry andclothes, in Estabrook's possession. Now
she imagined himsobbing over them, sniffing them; God knows, even wear?ing them. But peeved as she
was not to have taken themwith her, she was not about to bargain for them now. Therewould come a
time when she felt calm enough to go backand empty the cupboards and the drawers, but not quiteyet.

 There were no further calls after that night. With theNew Year almost upon her, it was time to turn her
atten?tion to the challenge of earning a crust come January.She'd given up her job at Vandenburgh's
when Estabrook had proposed marriage, and she'd enjoyed his money freely while they were together,
trusting—naively, nodoubt—that if they ever broke up he'd deal with her in anhonorable fashion. She
hadn't anticipated either the pro?found unease that had finally driven her from his side (thesense that she
was almost owned, and that if she stayedwith him a moment longer she'd never unshackle herself)or the
vehemence of his revenge. Again, there'd come atime when she felt able to deal with the mutual
mud-sling?ing of a divorce, but, like the business with the clothes, she

 IMAJICA                                                                                     155

 wasn't ready for that turmoil yet, even though she couldhope for some monies from such a settlement. In
the mean?while, she had to think about employment.

 Then, on December thirtieth, she received a call fromEstabrook's lawyer, Lewis Leader, a man she'd
met onlyonce but who was memorable for his loquaciousness. It was not in evidence on this occasion,
however. He sig?naled what she assumed was his distaste for her desertionof his client with a manner that
teetered on the rude. Didshe know, he asked her, that Estabrook had been hospi?talized? When she told
him she didn't, he replied that though he was sure she didn't give a damn, he'd beencharged with the duty
of informing her. She asked himwhat had happened. He briskly explained that Estabrook had been found
in the street in the early hours of the twenty-eighth, wearing only one item of clothing. Hedidn't specify
what.

 "Is he hurt?" she asked.

 "Not physically," Leader replied. "But mentally he's ina bad state. I thought you ought to know, even
though I'm sure he wouldn't want to see you."

 "I'm sure you're right," Jude said.

 "For what it's worth," Leader said, "he deserved betterthan this."

 He signed off with that platitude, leaving Jude to ponderon why it was that the men she mated with
turned out to be crazy. Just two days earlier she'd been predicting that Gen?tle would soon be in the
throes of a nervous breakdown.Now it was Estabrook who was under sedation. Was it herpresence in
their lives that drove them to it, or was the lu?nacy in their blood? She contemplated calling Gentle at the
studio, to see that he was all right, but decided against it.He had his painting to make love to, and she
was damned ifshe was going to compete for his attention with a piece ofcanvas.

Page  112



 One useful possibility did spring from the news Leaderhad brought. With Estabrook in the hospital, there
wasnothing to stop her from visiting the house and picking up
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 her belongings. It was an apt project for the last day ofDecember. She'd gather the remnants of her life
from thelair of her husband and prepare to begin the New Yearalone.

 2

 He hadn't changed the lock, perhaps in the hope that she'dcome back one night and slip into bed beside
him. But asshe entered the house she couldn't shake the feeling ofbeing a burglar. It was gloomy outside,
and she switched onall the lights, but the rooms seemed to resist illumination,as though the smell of
spoiled food, which was pungent,was thickening the air. She braved the kitchen in search ofsomething to
drink, before she began her packing, andfound plates of rotting food stacked on every surface, mostof
them barely picked at. She opened first a window andthen the refrigerator, where there were further
rancidgoods. There was also ice and water. She put both into aclean glass and got about her work.

 There was as much disarray upstairs as down. Estabrookhad apparently lived in squalor since her
departure: thebed they'd shared a swamp of filthy sheets, the floor lit?tered with soiled linen. There was
no sign of any of herclothes among these heaps, however, and when she went through to the adjacent
dressing room she found them allhanging in place, untouched. Determined to be done with this distasteful
business in as short a time as possible, shefound herself a set of suitcases and proceeded to pack. Itdidn't
take long. With that labor performed she emptied her belongings from the drawers and packed those.
Herjewelry was in the safe downstairs, and it was there shewent once she'd finished in the bedroom,
leaving the casesby the front door to be picked up as she left. Though sheknew where Estabrook kept
the key to the safe, she'dnever opened it herself. It was a ritual he'd demanded berigorously observed
that on a night when she was to wearone of the pieces he'd given her he'd first ask her which shefavored,
then go and get it from the safe and put it around
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 her neck, or wrist, or slip it through the lobe of her ear him?self. With hindsight, a blatant power play.
She wonderedwhat kind of fugue state she'd been in when sharing hiscompany, that she'd endured such
idiocies for so long. Cer?tainly the luxuries he'd bestowed upon her had been plea?surable, but why had
she played his game so passively? Itwas grotesque.

 The key to the safe was where she'd expected it to be, secreted at the back of the desk drawer in his
study. Thesafe itself was behind an architectural drawing on the studywall, several elevations of a
pseudoclassical folly the artist had simply marked as The Retreat. It was far more elabo?rately framed
than its merit deserved, and she had somedifficulty lifting it. But she eventually succeeded and gotinto the
safe it had concealed.

 There were two shelves, the lower crammed with pa?pers, the upper with small parcels* among which
she as?sumed she would find her belongings. She took everythingout and laid it all on the desk, curiosity
overtaking the de?sire to have what was hers and be gone. Two of the pack?ages clearly contained her
jewelry, but the other three werefar more intriguing, not least because they were wrapped in a fabric as
fine as silk and smelled not of the safe's must butof a sweet, almost sickly, spice. She opened the largest
ofthem first. It contained a manuscript, made up of vellumpages sewn together with an elaborate stitch. It
had nocover to speak of but seemed to be an arbitrarily arrayedcollection of sheets, their subject an
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anatomical treatise, orat least so she first assumed. On second glance she realizedit was not a surgeon's
manual at all but a pillow book, de?picting lovemaking positions and techniques. Leafingthrough it she
sincerely hoped the artist was locked upwhere he could not attempt to put these fantasies into prac?tice.
Human flesh was neither malleable nor proteanenough to re-create what his brush and ink had set on the
pages. There were couples intertwined like quarrelingsquid; others who seemed to have been blessed (or
cursed)with organs and orifices of such strangeness and in suchprofusion they were barely recognizable
as human.
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 She flicked back and forth through the sheets, her inter?est returning her to the double-page illustration
at the cen?ter, which was laid out sequentially. The first pictureshowed a naked man and woman of
perfectly normal ap?pearance, the woman lying with her head on a pillow whilethe man knelt between her
legs, applying his tongue to theunderside of her foot. From that innocent beginning, a can?nibalistic union
ensued, the male beginning to devour thewoman, starting with her legs, while his partner obligedhim with
the same act of devotion. Their antics defied bothphysics and physique, of course, but the artist had suc?
ceeded in rendering the act without grotesquerie, butrather in the manner of instructions for some
extraordinarymagical illusion. It was only when she closed the book, andfound the images lingering in her
head, that they distressedher, and to sluice them out she turned her distress into arighteous rage that
Estabrook would not only purchasesuch bizarrenesses but hide them from her. Another reasonto be well
out of his company.

 The second package contained a much more innocentitem: what appeared to be a fragment of statuary
the size ofher fist. One facet had been crudely marked with whatcould have been a weeping eye, a
lactating nipple, or a budseeping sap. The other facets revealed the structure of the block from which the
image had been carved. It was pre?dominantly a milky blue, but shot through with fine seamsof black and
red. She liked the feel of it in her hand andonly reluctantly put it down to pick up the third parcel. The
contents of this were the prettiest find: half a dozen pea-sized beads, which had been obsessively carved.
She'd seenoriental ivories worked with this level of care, but they'dalways been behind museum glass.
She took one of them to the window to study more closely. The artist had carved the bead to give the
impression that it was in fact a ball of gos?samer thread, wound upon itself. Curious, and oddly invit?ing.
As she turned it over in her fingers, and over, and over, she found her concentration narrowing, focusing
on the ex?quisite interweaving of threads, almost as though therewere an end to be found in the ball, and
if she could only
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 grasp it with her mind she might unravel it and discoversome mystery inside. She had to force herself to
look away, or she was certain the bead's will would have overwhelmedher own, and she'd have ended
up staring at its detail untilshe collapsed.

 She returned to the desk and put the bead back among its fellows. Staring at it so intently had upset her
equilib?rium somewhat. She felt slightly dizzy, the litter she'd lefton the desk slipping out of focus as she
rifled through it.Her hands knew what she wanted, however, even if herconscious thought didn't. One of
them picked up the frag?ment of blue stone, while her other strayed back to thebead she'd relinquished.
Two souvenirs: why not? A pieceof stone and a bead. Who could blame her for dispossessingEstabrook
of such minor items when he'd intended her somuch harm? She pocketed them both without further hesi?
tation and set about wrapping up the book and the remain?ing beads, returning them to the safe and
closing it, andreplacing drawing and key. Then she picked up the cloth inwhich the fragment had been
wrapped, pocketed that, tookthe jewelry, and returned to the front door, turning off thelights as she
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went. At the door she remembered she'dopened the kitchen window and headed back to close it.She
didn't want the place burglarized in her absence. Therewas only one thief who had right of trespass here,
and thatwas her.

 3

 She felt well satisfied with the morning's work and treatedherself to a glass of wine with her spartan
lunch, thenstarted unpacking her loot. As she laid her hostage clothesout on the bed, her thoughts
returned to the pillow book.She regretted leaving it now; it would have been the perfectgift for Gentle,
who doubtless imagined he'd indulgedevery physical excess known to man. No matter. She'd findan
opportunity to describe its contents to him one of thesedays and astonish him with her memory for
depravity.A call from Clem interrupted her work. He spoke so
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 softly she had to strain to hear. The news was grim. Taylorwas at death's door, he said, having two days
before suc?cumbed to another sudden bout of pneumonia. He refusedto be hospitalized, however. His
last wish, he'd said, was todie where he had lived.

 "He keeps asking for Gentle," Clem explained. "AndI've tried to telephone him but he doesn't answer.
Do youknow if he's gone away?"

 "I don't think so," she said. "But I haven't spoken tohim since Christmas Night."

 "Could you try and find him for me? Or rather for Tay?lor? If you could maybe go round to the studio
and rousehim? I'd go myself but I daren't leave the house. I'm afraidas soon as I step outside . . ." He
faltered, tears in hisbreath. "I want to be here if anything happens."

 "Of course you do. And of course I'll go. Right now.""Thanks. I don't think there's much time, Judy."
Before she left she tried calling Gentle, but as Clem hadalready warned her, nobody answered. She gave
up aftertwo attempts, put on her jacket, and headed out to the car.As she reached into her pocket for the
keys she realizedshe'd brought the stone and the bead with her, and somesuperstition made her hesitate,
wondering if she should de?posit them back inside. But time was of the essence. Aslong as they remained
in her pocket, who was going to see them? And even if they did, what did it matter? With death in the air
who was going to care about a few purloined bitsand pieces?

 She had discovered the night she'd left Gentle at the studiothat he could be seen through the window if
she stood onthe opposite side of the street, so when he failed to answerthe door, that was where she
went to spy him. The room seemed to be empty, but the bare bulb was burning. She waited a minute or
so and he stepped into view, shirtlessand bedraggled. She had powerful lungs and used them now,
hollering his name. He didn't seem to hear at first.But she tried again, and this time he looked in her direc?
tion, crossing to the window.
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 "Let me in!" she yelled. "It's an emergency."

 The same reluctance she read in his retreat from thewindow was on his face when he opened the door.
If he had looked bad at the party, he looked considerably worsenow.
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 "What's the problem?" he said.

 "Taylor's very sick, and Clem says he keeps asking foryou."

 Gentle looked bemused, as though he was having diffi?culty remembering who Taylor and Clem were.

 "You have to get cleaned up and dressed," she said."Furie, are you listening to me?"

 She'd always called him Furie when she was irritated with him, and that name seemed to work its magic
now.Though she'd expected some objection from him, given hisphobia where sickness was concerned,
she got none. Helooked too drained to argue, his stare somehow unfinished,as though it had a place it
wanted to rest but couldn't find.She followed him up the stairs into the studio.

 "I'd better clean up," he said, leaving her in the midst of the chaos and going into the bathroom.

 She heard the shower run. As ever, he'd left the bath?room door wide open. There was no bodily
function, to themost fundamental, he'd ever shown the least embarrass?ment about, an attitude which had
shocked her at first butwhich she'd taken for granted after a time, so that she'dhad to relearn the laws of
propriety when she'd gone to livewith Estabrook.

 "Will you find a clean shirt for me?" he called throughto her. "And some underwear?"

 It seemed to be a day for going through other people'sbelongings. By the time she'd found a denim shirt
and apair of overwashed boxer shorts, he was out of the shower,standing in front of the bathroom mirror
combing his wethair back from his brow. His body hadn't changed since she'd last looked at it naked. He
was as lean as ever, hisbuttocks and belly tight, his chest smooth. His hoodedprick drew her eye: the part
that truly gave the lie to Gen?tle's name. It was no great size in this passive state, but it

 162                       CLIVE BARKER

 was pretty even so. If he knew he was being scrutinized hemade no sign of it. He peered at himself in the
mirror with?out affection, then shook his head.

 "Should I shave?" he said.

 "I wouldn't worry about it," she said. "Here's yourclothes."

 He dressed quickly, repairing to his bedroom to find apair of boots, leaving her to idle in the studio while
he didso. The painting of the couple she'd seen on Christmas Night had gone, and his equipment—paints,
easel, andprimed canvases—had been unceremoniously dumped in acorner. In their place, newspapers,
many of their pagesbearing reports on a tragedy she had only noted in passing:the death by fire of
twenty-one men, women, and childrenin an arson attack in South London. She didn't give the re?ports
close scrutiny. There was enough to mourn thisgloomy afternoon.

 Clem was pale but tearless. He embraced them both at thefront door, then ushered them into the house.
The Christ?mas decorations were still up, awaiting Twelfth Night, the perfume of pine needles sharpening
the air.

 "Before you see him, Gentle," Clem said. "I should ex?plain that he's got a lot of drugs in his system, so
he drifts inand out. But he wanted to see you so badly."
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 "Did he say why?" Gentle asked.

 "He doesn't need a reason, does he?" Clem said softly."Will you stay, Judy? If you want to see him
when Gentle'sbeen in..."

 "I'd like that."

 While Clem took Gentle up to the bedroom, Jude wentthrough to the kitchen to make a cup of tea,
wishing as shedid so that she'd had the foresight to tell Gentle as theydrove about how Taylor had talked
of him the weekbefore, particularly the tale about his speaking in tongues.It might have provided Gentle
with some sense of whatTaylor needed to know from him now. The solving of mys? teries had been
much on Taylor's mind on ChristmasNight. Perhaps now, whether drugged or not, he hoped to
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 win some last reprieve from his confusion. She doubtedGentle would have any answers. The look she'd
seen himgive the bathroom mirror had been that of a man to whomeven his own reflection was a mystery.

 Bedrooms were only ever this hot for sickness or love,Gentle thought as Clem ushered him in: for the
sweatingout of obsession or contagion. It didn't always work, ofcourse, in either case, but at least in love
failure had its sat?isfactions. He'd eaten very little since he'd departed thescene in Streatham, and the
stale heat made him feel light?headed. He had to scan the room twice before his eyes set?tled on the bed
in which Taylor lay, so nearly envelopedwas it by the soulless attendants of modern death: an oxy?gen
tank with its tubes and mask; a table loaded with dress?ings and towels; another, with a vomit bowl,
bedpan, andtowels; and beside them a third, carrying medication andointments. In the midst of this
panoply was the magnet thathad drawn them here, who now seemed very like their pris?oner. Taylor
was propped up on plastic-covered pillows,with his eyes closed. He looked like an ancient. His hairwas
thin, his frame thinner still, the inner life of his body—bone, nerve, and vein—painfully visible through skin
thecolor of his sheet. It was all Gentle could do not to turn andflee before the man's eyes flickered open.
Death was hereagain, so soon. A different heat this time, and a differentscene, but he was assailed by the
same mixture of fear andineptitude he'd felt in Streatham.

 He hung back at the door, leaving Clem to approach the bed first and softly wake the sleeper.

 Taylor stirred, an irritated look on his face until his gazefound Gentle. Then the anger at being called
back intopain went from his brow, and he said, "You found him."

 "It was Judy, not me," Clem said.

 "Oh, Judy. She's a wonder," Taylor murmured.

 He tried to reposition himself on the pillow, but the ef?fort was beyond him. His breathing became
instantly ardu?ous, and he flinched at some discomfort the motionbrought.
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 "Do you want a painkiller?" Clem asked him.

 "No, thanks," he said. "I want to be clearheaded, soGentle and I can talk." He looked across at his
visitor, who was still lingering at the door. "Will you talk to me for awhile, John?" he said. "Just the two of
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us?"

 "Of course," Gentle said.

 Clem moved from beside the bed and beckoned Gentle across. There was a chair, but Taylor patted the
bed, and itwas there Gentle sat, hearing the crackle of the plastic un-dersheet as he did so.

 "Call if you need anything," Clem said, the remark di?rected not at Taylor but at Gentle. Then he left
them alone.

 "Could you pour me a glass of water?" Taylor asked.

 Gentle did so, realizing as he passed it to Taylor that his friend lacked the strength to hold it for himself.
He put it toTaylor's lips. There was a salve on them, which moistened them lightly, but they were still
split, and puffy with sores.After a few sips Taylor murmured something.

 "Enough?" Gentle said.

 "Yes, thanks," Taylor replied. Gentle set the glassdown. "I've had just about enough of everything. It's
timeit was all over."

 "You'll get strong again.”

 "I didn't want to see you so we could sit and lie to eachother," Taylor said. "I wanted you here so I
could tell youhow much I've been thinking about you. Night and day.Gentle."

 "I'm sure I don't deserve that."          

 "My subconscious thinks you do," Taylor replied. "And, while we're being honest, the rest of me too.
Youdon't look as if you're getting enough sleep, Gentle."

 "I've been working, that's all."

 "Painting?"  

 "Some of the time. Looking for inspiration, you know."

 "I've got a confession to make," Taylor said. "But first,you've got to promise you won't be angry with
me."

 "What have you done?"

 "I told Judy about the night we got together," Taylorsaid. He stared at Gentle as if expecting there to be
some
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 eruption. When there was none, he went on, "I know it wasno big deal to you," he said. "But it's been on
my mind alot. You don't mind, do you?"
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 Gentle shrugged. "I'm sure it didn't come as any big sur?prise to her."

 Taylor turned his hand palm up on the sheet, and Gentletook it. There was no power in Taylor's fingers,
but heclosed them round Gentle's hand with what little strengthhe had. His grip was cold.

 "You're shaking," Taylor said.                              ,

 "I haven't eaten in a while," Gentle said.

 "You should keep your strength up. You're a busyman."

 "Sometimes I need to float a little bit," Gentle replied.

 Taylor smiled, and there in his wasted features was aphantom glimpse of the beauty he'd had.

 "Oh, yes," he said. "I float all the time. I've been allover the room. I've even been outside the window,
lookingin at myself. That's the way it'll be when I go, Gentle.I'll float off, only that one time I won't come
back. I know Clem's going to miss me—we've had half a lifetime to?gether—but you and Judy will be
kind to him, won't you? Make him understand how things are, if you can. Tell himhow I floated off. He
doesn't want to hear me talk that way,but you understand."

 "I'm not sure I do."

 "You're an artist," he said.

 "I'm a faker."

 "Not in my dreams, you're not. In my dreams you wantto heal me, and you know what I say? I tell you I
don't wantto get well. I say I want to be out in the light."

 "That sounds like a good place to be," Gentle said.
"Maybe Til join you."

 "Are things so bad? Tell me. I want to hear."

 "My whole life's fucked, Tay."

 "You shouldn't be so hard on yourself. You're a goodman."

 "You said we wouldn't tell lies."

 "That's no lie. You are. You just need someone to re-
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 mind you once in a while. Everybody does. Otherwise weslip back into the mud, you know?"

 Gentle took tighter hold of Taylor's hand. There was somuch in him he had neither the form nor the
comprehen?sion to express. Here was Taylor pouring out his heartabout love and dreams and how it was
going to be when hedied, and what did he, Gentle, have by way of contribu?tion? At best, confusion and
forgetfulness. Which of themwas the sicker, then? he found himself thinking. Taylor,who was frail but able
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to speak his heart? Or himself, wholebut silent? Determined he wouldn't part from this manwithout
attempting to share something of what had hap?pened to him, he fumbled for some words of explanation.

 "I think I found somebody," he said. "Somebody tohelp me...remember myself."

 "That's good."

 "I'm not sure," he said, his voice gossamer. "I've seensome things in the last few weeks, Tay . . . things I
didn'twant to believe until I had no choice. Sometimes I thinkI'm going crazy."

 'Tell me."

 "There was someone in New York who tried to killJude."

 "I know. She told me about it. What about him?" Hiseyes widened. "Is this the somebody?" he said.

 "It's not a he."                                                   :.--_•• -  •       •

 "I thought Judy said it was a man."

 "It's not a man," Gentle said. "It's not a woman, either.It's not even human, Tay."

 "What is it then?"

 "Wonderful," he said quietly.

 He hadn't dared use a word like that, even to himself.But anything less was a lie, and lies weren't
welcome here.

 "I told you I was going crazy. But I swear if you had seenthe way it changed...it was like nothing on
earth."

 "And where is it now?"

 "I think it's dead," Gentle replied. "I wasted too long tofind it. I tried to forget I'd ever set eyes on it. I
was afraid ofwhat it was stirring up in me. And then when that didn't
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 work I tried to paint it out of my system. But it wouldn't go. Of course,it wouldn't go. It was part of me
by that time.And then when I finally went to find it...it was too late.""Are you sure?" Taylor said. Knots of
discomfort hadappeared on his face, as Gentle talked, and were tighten-

 in?-

 "Are you all right?"  

 "Yes, yes," he said. "I want to hear the rest."

 "There's nothing else to hear. Maybe Pie's out theresomewhere, but I don't know where."
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 "Is that why you want to float? Are you hoping—" He stopped, his breathing suddenly turning into
gasps. "Youknow, maybe you should fetch Clem," he said.

 "Of course."

 Gentle went to the door, but before he reached it Taylorsaid, "You've got to understand. Gentle.
Whatever themystery is, you'll have to see it for us both."

 With his hand on the door, and ample reason to beat ahasty retreat, Gentle knew he could still choose
silenceover a reply, could take his leave of the ancient without ac?cepting the quest. But if he answered,
and took it, he wasbound.

 "I'm going to understand," he said, meeting Taylor's de?spairing gaze. "We both are. I swear."

 Taylor managed to smile in response, but it was fleeting.Gentle opened the door and headed out onto
the landing.Clem was waiting.

 "He needs you," Gentle said.

 Clem stepped inside and closed the bedroom door. Feel?ing suddenly exiled, Gentle headed downstairs.
Jude wassitting at the kitchen table, playing with a piece of rock.

 "How is he?" she wanted to know.

 "Not good," Gentle said. "Clem's gone in to look afterhim."

 "Do you want some tea?"

 "No, thanks. What I really need's some fresh air. I thinkI'll take a walk around the block."

 There was a fine drizzle falling when he stepped outside,which was welcome after the suffocating heat of
the sick-
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 room. He knew the neighborhood scarcely at all, so he de?cided to stay close to the house, but his
distraction soon gotthe better of that plan and he wandered aimlessly, lost inthought and the maze of
streets. There was a freshness inthe wind that made him sigh for escape. This was no place to solve
mysteries. After the turn of the year everybody would be stepping up to a new round of resolutions and
ambitions, plotting their futures like well-oiled farces. Hewanted none of it.

 As he began the trek back to the house he remembered that Jude had asked him to pick up milk and
cigarettes onhis journey, and that he was returning empty-handed. Heturned and went in search of both,
which took him longerthan he expected. When he finally rounded the corner,goods in hand, there was an
ambulance outside the house. The front door was open. Jude stood on the step, watchingthe drizzle. She
had tears on her face.

 "He's dead," she said.

 He stood rooted to the spot a yard from her. "When?"he said, as if it mattered.
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 "Just after you left."

 He didn't want to weep, not with her watching. There was too much else he didn't want to stumble over
in herpresence. Stony, he said, "Where's Clem?"

 "With him upstairs. Don't go up. There's already too many people." She spied the cigarettes in his hand
and reached for them. As her hand grazed his, their grief ranbetween them. Despite his intent, tears
sprang to his eyes,and he went into her embrace, both of them sobbing freely, like enemies joined by a
common loss or lovers about to be parted. Or else souls who could not remember whetherthey were
lovers or enemies and were weeping at their ownconfusion.

 16

 I

 Since the meeting at which the subject of the Tabula Rasa'slibrary had first been raised, Bloxham had
several timesplanned to perform the duty he'd volunteered himself forand go into the bowels of the tower
to check on the security of the collection. But he'd twice put off the task, telling himself that there were
more urgent claims on his time:specifically, the organization of the Society's Great Purge.He might have
postponed a third time had the matter not been raised again, this in a casual aside from CharlotteFeaver,
who'd been equally vociferous about the safety ofthe books at that first gathering and now offered to
accom?pany him on the investigation. Women baffled Bloxham,and the attraction they exercised over him
had always to be set beside the discomfort he felt in their company, but inrecent days he'd felt an intensity
of sexual need he'd sel?dom, if ever, experienced before. Not even in the privacy ofhis own prayers did
he dare confess the reason. The Purgeexcited him—it roused his blood and his manhood—and hehad no
doubt that Charlotte had responded to this heat, even though he'd made no outward show of it. He
promptly accepted her offer, and at her suggestion theyagreed to meet at the tower on the last evening of
the oldyear. He brought a bottle of champagne.

 "We may as well enjoy ourselves," he said, as theyheaded down through the remains of Roxborough's
origi?nal house, a floor of which had been preserved and con?cealed within the plainer walls of the
tower.

 Neither of them had ventured into this underworld formany years. It was more primitive than either of
them re?membered. Electric Hght had been crudely installed—ca?bles from which bare bulbs hung
looped along thepassages—but otherwise the place was just as it had been in the first years of the Tabula
Rasa. The cellars had been
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 built for the express purpose of housing the Society's col?lection; thus for the millennium. A fan of
identical corri?dors spread from the bottom stairs, lined on both sides with shelves that rose up the brick
walls to the curve of the ceil?ings. The intersections were elaborately vaulted, but other?wise there was
no decoration.

 "Shall we break open the bottle before we start?" Blox?ham suggested.

 "Why not? What are we drinking from?"
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 His reply was to bring two fluted glasses from his pocket. She claimed them from him while he opened
thebottle, its cork coming with no more than a decorous sigh,the sound of which carried away through
the labyrinth and failed to return. Glasses filled, they drank to the Purge.

 "Now we're here," Charlotte said, pulling her furs uparound her, "what are we looking for?"

 "Any sign of tampering or theft," Bloxham said. "Shallwe split up or go together?"

 "Oh, together," she replied.

 It had been Roxborough's claim that these shelves car?ried every single volume of any significance in the
hemi?sphere, and as they wandered together, surveying the tensof thousands of manuscripts and books,
it was easy to be?lieve the boast.

 "How in hell's name do you suppose they gathered allthis stuff up?" Charlotte wondered as they walked.

 "I daresay the world was smaller then," Bloxham re?marked. "They all knew each other, didn't they?
Casanova,Sartori, the Comte de Saint-Germain. All fakes and bug?gers together."

 "Fakes? Do you really think so?"

 "Most of them," Bloxham said, wallowing in the ill-de?served role of expert. "There may have been one
or two, Isuppose, who knew what they were doing."

 "Have you ever been tempted?" Charlotte asked him,slipping her arm through the crook of his as they
went.

 "To do what?"

 "To see if any of it's worth a damn. To try raising a fa?miliar or crossing into the Dominions."
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 He looked at her with genuine astonishment. "That'sagainst every precept of the Society," he said.

 "That's not what I asked/' she replied, almost curtly. "Isaid, Have you ever been tempted?"

 "My father taught me that any dealings with the Imajica would put my soul in jeopardy."

 "Mine said the same. But I think he regretted not find?ing out for himself at the end. I mean, if there's no
truth init, then there's no harm."

 "Oh, I believe there's truth in it," Bloxham said.

 "You believe there are other Dominions?"

 "You saw that damn creature Godolphin cut up in frontof us."

 "I saw a species I hadn't seen before, that's all." She stopped and arbitrarily plucked a book from the
shelves. "But I wonder sometimes if the fortress we're guarding isn't empty." She opened the book, and a
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lock of hair fellfrom it. "Maybe it's all invention," she said. "Drug dreamsand fancy." She put the book
back on the shelf and turned to face Bloxham. "Did you really invite me down here tocheck the security?"
she murmured. "I'm going to be damn disappointed if you did."

 "Not entirely," he said.

 "Good," she replied, and wandered on, deeper into themaze.

 2

 Though Jude had been invited to a number of New Year's Eve parties, she'd made no firm commitment
to attend any of them, for which fact, after the sorrows the day hadbrought, she was thankful. She'd
offered to stay with Clem once Taylor's body had been taken from the house, buthe'd quietly declined,
saying that he needed the time alone. He was comforted to know she'd be at the other end of the
telephone if he needed her, however, and said he'd call ifhe got too maudlin.

 One of the parties she'd been invited to was at the houseopposite her flat, and on the evidence of past
years it would

 172                       CLIVE BARKER

 raise quite a din. She'd several times been one of the cele?brants there herself, but it was no great
hardship to bealone tonight. She was in no mood to trust the future, ifwhat the New Year brought was
more of what the old hadoffered.

 She closed the curtains in the hope that her presencewould go undetected, lit some candles, put on a
flute con?certo, and started to prepare something light for supper. Asshe washed her hands, she found
that her fingers and palmshad taken on a light dusting of color from the stone. She'dcaught herself toying
with it several times during the after?noon, and pocketed it, only to find minutes later that it wasonce
again in her hands. Why the color it had left behindhad escaped her until now, she didn't know. She
rubbedher hands briskly beneath the tap to wash the dust off, butwhen she came to dry them found the
color was actuallybrighter. She went into the bathroom to study the phenom?enon under a more intense
light. It wasn't, as she'd firstthought, dust. The pigment seemed to be in her skin, like ahenna stain. Nor
was it confined to her palms. It had spreadto her wrists, where she was sure her flesh hadn't come in
contact with the stone. She took off her blouse and to her shock discovered there were irregular patches
of color ather elbows as well. She started talking to herself, which shealways did when she was
confounded by something.

 "What the hell is this? I'm turning blue? This is ridicu?lous."

 Ridiculous, maybe, but none too funny. There was acrawl of panic in her stomach. Had she caught some
diseasefrom the stone? Was that why Estabrook had wrapped itup so carefully and hidden it away?

 She turned on the shower and stripped. There were no further stains on her body that she could find,
which wassome small comfort. With the water seething hot shestepped into the bath, working up a lather
and rubbing atthe color. The combination of heat and the panic in herbelly was dizzying her, and halfway
through scrubbing ather skin she feared she was going to faint and had to stepout of the bath again,
reaching to open the bathroom door
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 and let in some cooler air. Her slick hand slid on the door?knob, however, and cursing she reeled
around for a towelto wipe the soap off. As she did so she caught sight of her?self in the mirror. Her neck
was blue. The skin around hereyes was blue. Her brow was blue, all the way up into herhairline. She
backed away from this grotesquerie, flatten?ing herself against the steam-wetted tiles.

 "This isn't real," she said aloud.

 She reached for the handle a second time and wrenchedat it with sufficient force to open the door. The
coldbrought gooseflesh from head to foot, but she was glad ofthe chill. Perhaps it would slap this
self-deceit out of her.Shuddering with cold she fled the reflection, heading backinto the candle-lit haven
of the living room. There in themiddle of the coffee table lay the piece of blue stone, its eyelooking back
at her. She didn't even remember taking itout of her pocket, much less setting it on the table in thisstudied
fashion, surrounded by candles. Its presence madeher hang back at the door. She was suddenly
superstitiousof it, as though its gaze had a basilisk's power and couldturn her to similar stuff. If that was its
business she was too late to undo it. Every time she'd turned the stone overshe'd met its glance. Made
bold by fatalism, she went to thetable and picked the stone up, not giving it time to obsessher again but
flinging it against the wall with all the powershe possessed.

 As it flew from her hand it granted her the luxury ofknowing her error. It had taken possession of the
room inher absence, had become more real than the hand that hadthrown it or the wall it was about to
strike. Time was itsplaything, and place its toy, and in seeking its destructionshe would unknit both.

 It was too late to undo the error now. The stone struckthe wall with a loud hard sound, and in that
moment shewas thrown out of herself, as surely as if somebody hadreached into her head, plucked out
her consciousness, andpitched it through the window. Her body remained in theroom she'd left, irrelevant
to the journey she was about toundertake. All she had of its senses was sight. That was
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 enough. She floated out over the bleak street, shining wetin the lamplight, towards the step of the house
opposite hers. A quartet of party-goers—three young men with atipsy girl in their midst—was waiting
there, one of theyouths rapping impatiently on the door. While they waitedthe burliest of the trio pressed
kisses on the girl, kneadingher breasts covertly as he did so. Jude caught glimpses ofthe discomfort that
surfaced between the girl's giggles; sawher hands make vain little fists when her suitor pushed histongue
against her lips, then saw her open her mouth tohim, more in resignation than lust. As the door opened
andthe four stumbled into the din of celebration, she movedaway, rising over the rooftops as she flew and
droppingdown again to catch glimpses of other dramas unfolding inthe houses she passed.

 They were all, like the stone that had sent her on thismission, fragments: slivers of dramas she could only
guessat. A woman in an upper room, staring down at a dress laidon a stripped bed; another at a window,
tears falling frombeneath her closed lids as she swayed to music Judecouldn't hear; yet another rising
from a table of glitteringguests, sickened by something. None of them women sheknew, but all quite
familiar. Even in her short rememberedlife she'd felt like all of them at some time or other: for?saken,
powerless, yearning. She began to see the schemehere. She was going from glimpse to glimpse as if to
mo?ments of her life, meeting her reflection in women of everyclass and kind.

 In a dark street behind King's Cross she saw a womanservicing a man in the front seat of his car,
bending to takehis hard pink prick between lips the color of menstrualblood. She'd done that too, or its
like, because she'dwanted to be loved. And the woman driving past, seeing the whores on parade and
righteously sickened by them:that was her. And the beauty taunting her lover out in therain, and the virago
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applauding drunkenly above: she'dbeen in those lives just as surely, or they in hers.

 Her journey was nearing its end. She'd reached a bridgefrom which there would perhaps have been a
panoramic
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 view of the city, but that the rain in this region was heavierthan it had been in Netting Hill, and the
distance wasshrouded. Her mind didn't linger but moved on throughthe downpour—unchilled,
unwetted—towards a lightlesstower that lay all but concealed behind a row of trees. Her speed had
dropped, and she wove between the foliage likea drunken bird, dropping down to the ground and sinking
through it into a sodden and utter darkness.

 There was a momentary terror that she was going to beburied alive in this place; then the darkness gave
way tolight, and she was dropping through the roof of some kindof cellar, its walls lined not with wine
racks but withshelves. Lights hung along the passageways, but the airhere was still dense, not with dust
but with something sheonly understood vaguely. There was sanctity here, andthere was power. She had
felt nothing like it in her life: notin St. Peter's, or Chartres, or the Duomo. It made her wantto be flesh
again, instead of a roving mind. To walk here.To touch the books, the bricks; to smell the air. Dusty it
would be, but such dust: every mote wise as a planet fromfloating in this holy space.

 The motion of a shadow caught her eye, and she movedtowards it along the passageway, wondering as
she wentwhat volumes these were, stacked on every side. Theshadow up ahead, which she'd taken to be
that of one per?son, was of two, erotically entangled. The woman had herback to the books, her arms
grasping the shelf above herhead. Her mate, his trousers around his ankles, was pressedagainst her,
making short gasps to accompany the jabbingof his hips. Both had their eyes closed; the sight of each
other was no great aphrodisiac. Was this coupling whatshe'd come here to see? God knows, there was
nothing intheir labors to either arouse or educate her. Surely the blue eye hadn't driven her across the city
gathering tales ofwomanhood just to witness this joyless intercourse. There had to be something here she
wasn't comprehending.Something hidden in their exchange, perhaps? But no. Itwas only gasps. In the
books that rocked on the shelves be?hind them? Perhaps.
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 She drifted closer to scrutinize the titles, but her gazeran beyond spines to the wall against which they
stood. Thebricks were the same plain stuff as all along the passages.The mortar between had a stain in it
she recognized, how?ever: an unmistakable blue. Excited now, she drove hermind on, past the lovers and
the books and through thebrick. It was dark on the other side, darker even than theground she'd
dropped through to enter this secret place.Nor was it simply a darkness made of light's absence, but of
despair and sorrow. Her instinct was to retreat from it, butthere was another presence here that made her
linger: aform, barely distinguishable from the darkness, lying onthe ground in this squalid cell. It was
bound—almost co-cooned—its face completely covered. The binding was asfine as thread, and had
been wound around the body withobsessive care, but there was enough of its shape visible forher to be
certain that this, like the ensnared spirits at everystation along her route, was also a woman.

 Her binders had been meticulous. They'd left not somuch as a hair or toenail visible. Jude hovered over
thebody, studying it. They were almost complementary, like corpse and essence, eternally divided;
except that she hadflesh to return to. At least she hoped she did; hoped thatnow she'd completed this
bizarre pilgrimage, and had seenthe relie in the wall, she'd be allowed to return to hertainted skin. But
something still held her here. Not thedarkness, not the walls, but some sense of unfinished busi?ness.
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Was a sign of veneration required of her? If so, what? She lacked the knees for genuflection, and the lips
forhosannas; she couldn't stoop; she couldn't touch the relic.What was there left to do? Unless—God
help her—she had to enter the thing.

 She knew the instant she'd formed the thought that thiswas precisely why she'd been brought here. She'd
left herliving flesh to enter this prisoner of brick, cord, and decay,a thrice-bounded carcass from which
she might neveremerge again. The thought revolted her, but had she comethis far only to turn back
because this last rite distressed her too much? Even assuming she could defy the forces
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 that had brought her here, and return to the house of herbody against their will, wouldn't she wonder
forever whatadventure she'd turned her back on? She was no coward;she would enter the relic and take
the consequences.

 No sooner thought than done. Her mind sank towardsthe binding and slipped between the threads into
thebody's maze. She had expected darkness, but there waslight here, the forms of the body's innards
delineated bythe milk-blue she'd come to know as the color of this mys?tery. There was no foulness, no
corruption. It was less acharnel house than a cathedral, the source, she now sus?pected, of the
sacredness that permeated this underground. But, like a cathedral, its substance was quite dead. No
blood ran in these veins, no heart pumped, no lungs drewbreath. She spread her intention through the
stilled anat?omy, to feel its length and breadth. The dead woman had been large in life, her hips
substantial, her breasts heavy.But the binding bit into her ripeness everywhere, pervert?ing the swell and
sweep of her. What terrible last momentsshe must have known, lying blind in this filth, hearing thewall of
her mausoleum being built brick by brick. Whatkind of crime hung on her, Jude wondered, that she'd
beencondemned to such a death? And who were her execution? ers, the builders of that wall? Had they
sung as theyworked, their voices growing dimmer as the brick blottedthem out? Or had they been silent,
half ashamed of theircruelty?

 There was so much she wished she knew, and none of itanswerable. She'd finished her journey as she'd
begun it, infear and confusion. It was time to be gone from the relic,and home. She willed herself to rise
out of the dead blueflesh. To her horror, nothing happened. She was boundhere, a prisoner within a
prisoner. God help her, what hadshe done? Instructing herself not to panic, she concen?trated her mind
on the problem, picturing the cell beyondthe binding, and the wall she'd passed so effortlesslythrough,
and the lovers, and the passageway that led out tothe open sky. But imagining was not enough. She had
let
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 her curiosity overtake her, spreading her spirit through thecorpse, and now it had claimed that spirit for
itself.

 A rage began in her, and she let it come. It was as recog?nizable a part of her as the nose on her face,
and sheneeded all that she was, every particular, to empower her.If she'd had her own body around her
it would have beenflushing as her heartbeat caught the rhythm of her fury.She even seemed to hear it
—the first sound she'd beenaware of since leaving the house—the pump at its hecticwork. It was not
imagined. She felt it in the body aroundher, a tremor passing through the long-stilled system as herrage
ignited it afresh. In the throne room of its head asleeping mind woke and knew it was invaded.

 For Jude there was an exquisite moment of shared con?sciousness, when a mind new to her—yet
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sweetly famil?iar—grazed her own. Then she was expelled by itswakefulness. She heard it scream in
horror behind her, asound of mind rather than throat, which went with her asshe sped from the cell, out
through the wall, past the loversshaken from their intercourse by falls of dust, out and up,into the rain, and
into a night not blue but bitterest black.The din of the woman's terror accompanied her all the wayback
to the house, where, to her infinite relief, she foundher own body still standing in the candle-lit room. She
slid into it with ease, and stood in the middle of the room for aminute or two, sobbing, until she began to
shudder with cold. She found her dressing gown and, as she put it on,realized that her wrists and elbows
were no longer stained. She went into the bathroom and consulted the mirror; Herface was similarly
cleansed.

 Still shivering, she returned to the living room to lookfor the blue stone. There was a substantial hole in
the wallwhere its impact had gouged out the plaster. The stone it?self was unharmed, lying on the rug in
front of the hearth.She didn't pick it up. She'd had enough of its delirium forone night. Avoiding its baleful
glance as best she could, shethrew a cushion over it. Tomorrow she'd plan some way ofridding herself of
the thing. Tonight she needed to tell
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 somebody what she'd experienced, before she began todoubt it. Someone a little crazy, who'd not
dismiss her ac?count out of hand; someone already half believing. Gentle,of course.

 17

 towards midnight, the trafficoutside Gentle's studiodwindled to almost nothing. Anybody who was going
to aparty tonight had arrived. They were deep in drink, debate,or seduction, determined as they
celebrated to have in thecoming year what the going had denied them.

 Content with his solitude, Gentle sat cross-legged on thefloor, a bottle of bourbon between his legs and
canvases propped up against the furniture all around him. Most ofthem were blank, but that suited his
meditation. So was thefuture.

 He'd been sitting in this ring of emptiness for about twohours, drinking from the bottle, and now his
bladderneeded emptying. He got up and went to the bathroom,using the tight from the lounge to go by
rather than face hisreflection. As he shook the last drops into the bowl, thatlight went off. He zipped
himself up and went back into thestudio. The rain lashed against the window, but there wassufficient
illumination from the street for him to see thatthe door out onto the landing stood inches ajar.

 "Who's there?" he said.

 The room was still for a moment; then he glimpsed aform against the window, and the smell of something
burned and cold pricked his nostrils. The whistler! MyGod, it had found him!

 Fear made him fleet. He broke from his frozen posture and raced to the door. He would have been
through it andaway down the stairs had he not almost tripped on the dogwaiting obediently on the other
side. It wagged its tail inpleasure at the sight of him and halted his flight. The whis?tler was no dog lover.
So who was here?

 Turning back, he reached for the light switch and was
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 about to flip it on when the unmistakable voice of Pie 'oh'pah said, "Please don't. I prefer the dark."

 Gentle's finger dropped from the switch, his heart ham?mering for a different reason. "Pie? Is that you?"

 "Yes, it's me," came the reply. "I heard you wanted tosee me, from a friend of yours."

 "I thought you were dead."

 "I was with the dead. Theresa and the children."

 "Oh, God. Oh, God."

 "You lost somebody too," Pie 'oh' pah said.

 It was wise, Gentle now understood, to have this ex?change in darkness: to talk, in shadow, of the grave
and thelambs it had claimed.

 "I was with the spirits of my children for a time. Yourfriend found me in the mourning place, spoke to
me, told me you wanted to see me again. This surprises me, Gen?tle."

 "As much as you talking to Taylor surprises me," Gen?tle replied, though after their conversation it
shouldn'thave done. "Is he happy?" he asked, knowing the questionmight be viewed as a banality, but
wanting reassurance.

 "No spirit is happy," Pie replied. "There's no release forthem. Not in this Dominion or any other. They
haunt thedoors, waiting to leave, but there's nowhere for them togo."

 "Why?"

 "That's a question that's been asked for many genera?tions, Gentle. And unanswered. As a child I was
taughtthat before the Unbeheld went into the First Dominionthere was a place there into which all spirits
were received.My people lived in that Dominion then, and watched over that place, but the Unbeheld
drove both the spirits and mypeople out."

 "So the spirits have nowhere to go?"

 "Exactly. Their numbers swell, and so does their grief."

 He thought of Taylor, lying on his deathbed, dreaming

 of release, of the final flight into the Absolute. Instead, if

 Pie was to be believed, his spirit had entered a place of lost
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 souls, denied both flesh and revelation. What price under?standing now, when the end of everything was
limbo?
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 "Who is this Unbeheld?" Gentle said.

 "Hapexamendios, the God of the Imajica."

 "Is He a God of this world too?"

 "He was once. But He went out of the Fifth Dominion,through the other worlds, laying their divinities
waste, untilHe reached the Place of Spirits. Then He drew a veil acrossthat Dominion—"

 "And became Unbeheld."

 "That's what I was taught."

 The formality and plainness of Pie 'oh' pah's accountlent the story authority, but for all its elegance it was
still atale of gods and other worlds, very far from this dark room and the cold rain running on the glass.

 "How do I know any of this is true?" Gentle said.

 "You don't, unless you see it with your own eyes," Pie'oh' pah replied. His voice when he said this was
almost sul?try. He spoke like a seducer.

 "And how do I do that?"

 "You must ask me direct questions, and I'll try to an?swer them. I can't reply to generalities."

 "All right, answer this: Can you take me to the Domin?ions?"

 "That I can do."

 "I want to follow in the footsteps of Hapexamendios.Can we do that?"

 "We can try."

 "I want to see the Unbeheld, Pie 'oh' pah. I want toknow why Taylor and your children are in Purgatory.
Iwant to understand why they're suffering."

 There was no question in this speech, therefore no replyexcept the other's quickening breath.

 "Can you take us now?" Gentle said.

 "If that's what you want."

 "It's what I want, Pie. Prove what you've said is true, or leave me alone forever."

 ____
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 It was eighteen minutes to midnight when Jude got into hercar to start her journey to Gentle's house. It
was an easydrive, with the roads so clear, and she was several timestempted to jump red lights, but the
police were especiallyvigilant on this night, and any infringement might bringthem out of hiding. Though
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she had no alcohol in her sys?tem, she was by no means sure it was innocent of alien in?fluences. She
therefore drove as cautiously as at noon, andit took fully fifteen minutes to reach the studio. When shedid
she found the upper windows dark. Had Gentle de?cided to drown his sorrows in a night of high life, she
won?dered, or was he already fast asleep? If the latter, she hadnews worth waking him for.

 "There are some things you should understand before weleave," Pie said, tying their wrists together, left
to right,with a belt. "This is no easy journey, Gentle. This Domin?ion, the Fifth, is unreconciled, which
means that getting tothe Fourth involves risk. It's not like crossing a bridge.Passing over requires
considerable power. And if anything goes wrong, the consequences will be dire."

 "Tell me the worst."

 "In between the Reconciled Dominions and the Fifth isa state called the In Ovo. It's an ether, in which
things that have ventured from their worlds are imprisoned. Some ofthem are innocent. They're there by
accident. Some weredispatched there as a judgment. They're lethal. I'm hopingwe'll pass through the In
Ovo before any of them even no?tice we're there. But if we were to become separated—"

 "I get the picture. You'd better tighten that knot. Itcould still work loose."

 Pie bent to the task, with Gentle fumbling to help in thedarkness.

 "Let's assume we get through the In Ovo," Gentle said."What's on the other side?"

 "The Fourth Dominion," Pie replied. "If I'm accurate in my bearings, we'll arrive near the city of
Patashoqua."

 "And if not?"

 "Who knows? The sea. A swamp."
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 "Shit."

 "Don't worry. I've got a good sense of direction. And there's plenty of power between us. I couldn't do
this onmy own. But together..."

 "Is this the only way to cross over?"

 "Not at all. There are a number of passing places here inthe Fifth: stone circles, hidden away.'But most
of themwere created to carry travelers to some particular location.We want to go as free agents. Unseen,
unsuspected."

 "So why have you chosen Patashoqua?"

 "It has... sentimental associations," Pie replied."You'll see for yourself, very soon." The mystif paused.
"You do still want to go?"

 "Of course."
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 "This is as tight as I can get the knot without stoppingour blood."

 "Then why are we delaying?"

 Pie's fingers touched Gentle's face. "Close your eyes."

 Gentle did so. Pie's fingers sought out Gentle's freehand and raised it between them.

 "You have to help me," the mystif said.

 "Tell me what to do."

 "Make a fist. Lightly. Leave enough room for a breathto pass through. Good. Good. All magic proceeds
frombreath. Remember that."

 He did, from somewhere.

 "Now," Pie went on. "Put your hand to your face, withyour thumb against your chin. There are very few
incanta?tions in our workings. No pretty words. Just pneuma likethis, and the will behind them."

 "I've got the will, if that's what you're asking," Gentlesaid.

 "Then one solid breath is all we need. Exhale until ithurts. I'll do the rest."

 "Can I take another breath afterwards?"

 "Not in this Dominion."

 With that reply the enormity of what they were under?taking struck Gentle. They were leaving Earth.
Steppingoff the edge of the only reality he'd ever known into an-
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 other state entirely. He grinned in the darkness, the handbound to Pie's taking hold of his deliverer's
fingers.

 "Shall we?" he said.

 In the murk ahead of him Pie's teeth gleamed in amatching smile.

 "Why not?"

 Gentle drew breath.

 Somewhere in the house, he heard a door slamming andfootsteps on the stairs leading up to the studio.
But it wastoo late for interruptions. He exhaled through his hand,one solid breath which Pie 'oh' pah
seemed to snatch fromthe air between them. Something ignited in the fist themystif made, bright enough to
burn between its clenchedfingers....

 At the door, Jude saw Gentle's painting almost made flesh:two figures, almost nose to nose, with their
faces il?luminated by some unnatural source, swelling like a slow explosion between them. She had time
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to recognize themboth—to see the smiles on their faces as they met eachother's gaze—then, to her
horror, they seemed to turn in?side out. She glimpsed wet red surfaces, which folded uponthemselves not
once but three times in quick succession,each fold diminishing their bodies, until they were slivers of stuff,
still folding, and folding, and finally gone.

 She sank back against the doorjamb, shock making hernerves cavort. The dog she'd found waiting at
the top of thestairs went fearlessly to the place where they'd stood.There was no further magic there, to
snatch him after them.The place was dead. They'd gone, the bastards, whereversuch avenues led.

 The realization drew a yell of rage from her, sufficient tosend the dog scurrying for cover. She dearly
hoped Gentleheard her, wherever he was. Hadn't she come here to shareher revelations with him, so that
they could investigate thegreat unknown together? And all the time he was prepar?ing for his departure
without her. Without her!

 "How dare you?"she yelled at the empty space.
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 The dog whined in fear, and the sight of its terror mel?lowed her. She went down on her haunches.

 "I'm sorry," she said to it. "Come here. I'm not cross with you. It's that little fucker Gentle."

 The dog was reluctant at first but came to her after atime, its tail wagging intermittently as'it grew more
confi? dent of her sanity. She rubbed its head, the contact sooth?ing. All was not lost. What Gentle could
do, she could do. He didn't have the copyright on adventuring. She'd find a way to go where he'd gone, if
she had to eat the blue eyegrain by grain to do so.

 Church bells began to ring as she sat chewing this over,announcing in their ragged peals the arrival of
midnight. Their clamor was accompanied by car horns in the streetoutside and cheers from a party in an
adjacent house.

 "Whoopee," she said quietly, on her face the distractedlook that had obsessed so many of the opposite
sex over the years. She'd forgotten most of them. The ones who'dfought over her, the ones who'd lost
their wives in theirpursuit of her, even those who'd sold their sanity to find herequal: all were forgotten.
History had never much engagedher. It was the future that glittered in her mind's eye, nowmore than ever.

 The past had been written by men. But the future—pregnant with possibilities—the future was a woman.

 18

 I

 Until the rise of Yzordderrex, a rise engineered by the Au?tarch for reasons more political than
geographical, the cityof Patashoqua, which lay on the edge of the Fourth Domin?ion, close to where the
In Ovo marked the perimeter of theReconciled worlds, had just claim to be the preeminent cityof the
Dominions. Its proud inhabitants called it casje au casje,simply meaning the hive of hives, a place of
intense
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 and fruitful labor. Its proximity to the Fifth made it particu?larly prone to influences from that source, and
even afterYzordderrex had became the center of power across theDominions it was to Patashoqua that
those at the cutting edge of style and invention looked for the coming thing.Patashoqua had a variation on
the motor vehicle in itsstreets long before Yzordderrex. It had rock and roll in itsclubs long before
Yzordderrex. It had hamburgers, cine?mas, blue jeans, and countless other proofs of modernitylong
before the great city of the Second. Nor was it simplythe trivialities of fashion that Patashoqua reinvented
fromFifth Dominion models. It was philosophies and belief sys?tems. Indeed, it was said in Patashoqua
that you knew a na? tive of Yzordderrex because he looked like you didyesterday and believed what
you'd believed the day before.As with most cities in love with the modern, however, Patashoqua had
deeply conservative roots. WhereasYzordderrex was a sinful city, notorious for the excesses ofits darker
Kesparates, the streets of Patashoqua were quietafter nightfall, its occupants in their own beds with their
own spouses, plotting vogues. This mingling of chic andconservatism was nowhere more apparent than in
architec?ture. Built as it was in a temperate region, unlike the semi- tropical Yzordderrex, the buildings
did not have to bedesigned with any climatic extreme in mind. They were ei?ther elegantly classical, and
built to remain standing untilDoomsday, or else functions of some current craze, andlikely to be
demolished within a week.

 But it was on the borders of the city where the most ex?traordinary sights were to be seen, because it
was here that a second, parasitical city had been created, peopled by in?habitants of the Four Dominions
who had fled persecutionand had looked to Patashoqua as a place where h'berty of thought and action
were still possible. How much longerthis would remain the case was a debate that dominatedevery social
gathering in the city. The Autarch had movedagainst other towns, cities, and states which he and his
councils judged hotbeds of revolutionary thought. Some ofthose cities had been razed; others had come
under Yzord-
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 derrexian edict and all sign of independent thoughtcrushed. The university city of Hezoir, for instance,
hadbeen reduced to rubble, the brains of its students literallyscooped out of their skulls and heaped up in
the streets. Inthe Azzimulto the inhabitants of an entire province hadbeen decimated, so rumor went, by a
disease introducedinto that region by the Autarch's representatives. Therewere tales of atrocity from so
many sources that people be? came almost blase about the newest horror, until, ofcourse, somebody
asked how long it would be until the Au?tarch turned his unforgiving eyes on the hive of hives. Thentheir
faces drained of color, and people talked in whispersof how they planned to escape or defend
themselves if thatday ever came; and they looked around at their exquisitecity, built to stand until
Doomsday, and wondered just how near that day was.

 2

 Though Pie 'oh' pah had briefly described the forces thathaunted the In Ovo, Gentle had only the vaguest
impres?sion of the dark protean state between the Dominions, oc?cupied as he was by a spectacle much
closer to his heart,that of the change that overtook both travelers as theirbodies were translated into the
common currency of pas?sage.

 Dizzied by lack of oxygen, he wasn't certain whetherthese were real phenomena or not. Could bodies
open likeflowers, and the seeds of an essential self fly from them theway his mind told him they did? And
could those samebodies be remade at the other end of the journey, arrivingwhole despite the trauma
they'd undergone? So it seemed.The world Pie had called the Fifth folded up before thetravelers' eyes,
and they went like transported dreams intoanother place entirely. As soon as he saw the light, Gentlefell
to his knees on the hard rock, drinking the air of thisDominion with gratitude.
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 "Not bad at all," he heard Pie say. "We did it, Gentle. I
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 didn't think we were going to make it for a moment, but wedid it!"

 Gentle raised his head, as Pie pulled him to his feet bythe strap that joined them.

 "Up! Up!" the mystif said. "It's not good to start a jour?ney on your knees."

 It was a bright day here, Gentle saw, the sky above his head cloudless, and brilliant as the green-gold
sheen of apeacock's tail. There was neither sun nor moon in it, butthe very air seemed lucid, and by it
Gentle had his first truesight of Pie since they'd met in the fire. Perhaps out of re?membrance for those it
had lost, the mystif was still wear?ing the clothes it had worn that night, scorched andbloodied though
they were. But it had washed the dirt from its face, and its skin gleamed in the clear light.

 "Good to see you," Gentle said.

 "You too."

 Pie started to untie the belt that bound them, while Gen?tle turned his gaze on the Dominion. They were
standing close to the summit of a hill, a quarter of a mile from theperimeters of a sprawling shantytown,
from which a din of activity rose. It spread beyond the foot of the hill and half?way across a flat and
treeless plain of ocher earth, crossedby a thronged highway that led his eye to the domes andspires of a
glittering city.

 "Patashoqua?" he said.

 "Where else?"

 "You were accurate, then."

 "More than I dared hope. The hill we're standing on issupposed to be the place where Hapexamendios
firstrested when He came through from the Fifth. It's called theMount of Upper Bayak. Don't ask me
why."

 "Is the city under siege?" Gentle said.

 "I don't think so. The gates look open to me."

 Gentle scanned the distant walls, and indeed the gateswere open wide. "So who are all these people?
Refugees?"

 "We'll ask in a while," Pie said.

 The knot had come undone. Gentle rubbed his wrist,which was indented by the belt, staring down the
hill as he
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 did so. Moving between the makeshift dwellings below heglimpsed forms of being that didn't much
resemble human?ity. And, mingling freely with them, many who did. Itwouldn't be difficult to pass as a
local, at least.

 "You're going to have to teach me, Pie," he said. "Ineed to know who's who and what's what. Do they
speakEnglish here?"

 "It used to be quite a popular language," Pie replied. "Ican't believe it's fallen out of fashion. But before
we go anyfarther, I think you should know what you're travelingwith. The way people respond to me
may confound youotherwise."

 "Tell me as we go," Gentle said, eager to see the stran?gers below up close.

 "As you wish." They began to descend. "I'm a mystif;my name's Pie 'oh' pah. That much you know. My
genderyou don't."

 "I've made a guess," Gentle said.

 "Oh?" said Pie, smiling. "And what's your guess?"

 "You're an androgyne. Am I right?"

 "That's part of it, certainly."

 "But you've got a talent for illusion. I saw that in NewYork."

 "I don't like the word illusion. It makes me a guiser, andI'm not that"

 "What then?"

 "In New York you wanted Judith, and that's what yousaw. It was your invention, not mine."

 "But you played along."

 "Because I wanted to be with you."

 "And are you playing along now?"

 "I'm not deceiving you, if that's what you mean. Whatyou see is what I am, to you."

 "But to other people?"

 "I may be something different. A man sometimes. Awoman others."

 "Could you be white?"

 "I might manage it for a moment or two. But if I'd triedto come to your bed in daylight, you'd have
known I wasn't
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 Judith. Or if you'd been in love with an eight-year-old, or adog. I couldn't have accommodated that,
except..,"—thecreature glanced around at him—"... under very particularcircumstances."

 Gentle wrestled with this notion, questions biological, philosophical, and libidinous filling his head. He
stoppedwalking for a moment and turned to Pie.

 "Let me tell you what I see," he said. "Just so youknow."

 "Good."

 "If I passed you on the street I believe I'd think youwere a woman"—he cocked his head—"though
maybenot. I suppose it'd depend on the light, and how fast youwere walking." He laughed. "Oh, shit," he
said. "The moreI look at you the more I see, and the more I see—"

 "The less you know."

 "That's right. You're not a man. That's plain enough.But then..." He shook his head. "Am I seeing you the
way you really are? I mean, is this the final version?"

 "Of course not. There's stranger sights inside us both.You know that."

 "Not until now."

 "We can't go too naked in the world. We'd bum outeach other's eyes."

 "But this is you."

 "For the time being."

 "For what it's worth, I like it," Gentle said. "I don'tknow what I'd call you if I saw you in the street, but
I'd turnmy head. How's that?"

 "What more could I ask for?"

 "Will I meet others like you?"

 "A few, maybe," Pie said. "But mystifs aren't common.When one is born, it's an occasion for great
celebrationamong my people."

 "Who are your people?"

 "The Eurhetemec."

 "Will they be here?" Gentle said, nodding towards thethrong below.
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 "I doubt it. But in Yzordderrex, certainly. They have aKesparate there."
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 "What's a Kesparate?"

 "A district. My people have a city within the city. Or atleast they had one. It's two hundred and
twenty-one yearssince I was there."

 "My God. How old are you?"

 "Half that again. I know that sounds like an extraordi?nary span, but time works slowly on flesh touched
by feits."

 "Feits?"

 "Magical workings. Feits, wantons, sways. They worktheir miracles even on a whore like me."

 "Whoa!" said Gentle.

 "Oh, yes. That's something else you should know aboutme. I was told—a long time ago—that I should
spend mylife as a whore or an assassin, and that's what I've done."

 "Until now, maybe. But that's over."

 "What will I be from now on?"

 "My friend," Gentle said, without hesitation.

 The mystif smiled. "Thank you for that."

 The round of questions ended there, and side by sidethey wandered on down the slope.

 "Don't make your interest too apparent," Pie advised asthey approached the edge of this makeshift
conurbation."Pretend you see this sort of sight daily."

 "That's going to be difficult," Gentle predicted.

 So it was. Walking through the narrow spaces betweenthe shanties was like passing through a country in
which thevery air had evolutionary ambition, and to breathe was tochange. A hundred kinds of eye gazed
out at them fromdoorways and windows, while a hundred forms of limb gotabout the business of the day
—cooking, nursing, Grafting,conniving, making fires and deals and love—and all glimpsed so briefly that
after a few paces Gentle wasobliged to look away, to study the muddy gutter they werewalking in, lest
his mind be overwhelmed by the sheer pro?fusion of sights. Smells, too: aromatic, sickly, sour andsweet;
and sounds that made his skull shake and his gutquiver.
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 There had been nothing in his life to date, either wakingor sleeping, to prepare him for this. He'd studied
the mas-terworks of great imaginers—he'd painted a passableGoya, once, and sold an Ensor for a little
fortune—but thedifference between paint and reality was vastsa gap whosescale he could not by
definition have known until now, when he had around him the other half of the equation.This wasn't an
invented place, its inhabitants variations onexperienced phenomena. It was independent of his termsof
reference: a place unto and of itself.
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 When he looked up again, daring the assault of thestrange, he was grateful that he and Pie were now in a
quar?ter occupied by more human entities, though even here there were surprises. What seemed to be a
three-leggedchild skipped across their path only to look back with a face wizened as a desert corpse, its
third leg a tail. A woman sit?ting in a doorway, her hair being combed by her consort, drew her robes
around her as Gentle looked her way, butnot fast enough to conceal the fact that a second consort, with
the skin of a herring and an eye that ran all the wayaround its skull, was kneeling in front of her, inscribing
hi?eroglyphics on her belly with the sharpened heel of itshand. He heard a range of tongues being
spoken, but En?glish seemed to be the commonest parlance, albeit heavily accented or corrupted by the
labial anatomy of thespeaker. Some seemed to sing their speech; some almost tovomit it up.

 But the voice that called to them from one of thecrowded alleyways off to their right might have been
heardon any street in London: a lisping, pompous holler de?manding they halt in their tracks. They looked
in its direc?tion. The throng had divided to allow the speaker and hisparty of three easy passage.

 "Play dumb," Pie muttered to Gentle as the lisper, anoverfed gargoyle, bald but for an absurd wreath of
oiledkiss curls, approached.

 He was finely dressed, his high black boots polished andhis canary yellow jacket densely embroidered
after whatGentle would come to know as the present Patashoquan
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 fashion. A man much less showily garbed followed, an eyecovered by a patch that trailed the tail feathers
of a scarletbird as if echoing the moment of his mutilation. On hisshoulders he carried a woman in black,
with silvery scalesfor skin and a cane in her tiny hands with which she tappedher mount's head to speed
him on his way. Still farther be?hind came the oddest of the four.

 "A Nullianac," Gentle heard Pie murmur.

 He didn't need to ask if this was good news or bad. The creature was its own best advertisement, and it
was sellingharm. Its head resembled nothing so much as prayinghands, the thumbs leading and tipped
with lobster's eyes, the gap between the palms wide enough for the sky to beseen through it, but
flickering, as arcs of energy passedfrom side to side. It was without question the ugliest livingthing Gentle
had ever seen. If Pie had not suggested theyobey the edict and halt, Gentle would have taken to hisheels
there and then, rather than let the Nullianac get onestride closer to them.

 The lisper had halted and now addressed them afresh."What business have you in Vanaeph?" he wanted
toknow.

 "We're just passing through," Pie said, a reply some?what lacking in invention, Gentle thought.

 "Who are you?" the man demanded.

 "Who are you?" Gentle returned.

 The patch-eyed mount guffawed and got his headslapped for his troubles.

 "Loitus Hammeryock," the lisper replied.

 "My name's Zacharias," Gentle said, "and this is—"
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 "Casanova," Pie said, which earned him a quizzicalglance from Gentle.

 "Zooical!" the woman said. "D'yee speakat te gloss?"

 "Sure," said Gentle, "I speakat te gloss."

 "Be careful," Pie whispered at his side.

 "Bone! Bone!" the woman went on, and proceeded totell them, in a language which was two parts
English, or avariant thereof, one part Latin, and one part some FourthDominion dialect that consisted of
tongue clicks and teeth
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 tappings, that all strangers to this town, Neo Vanaeph, hadto register their origins and intentions before
they were al?lowed access: or, indeed, the right to depart. For all its ram?shackle appearance, Vanaeph
was no lawless stew, itappeared, but a tightly policed township, and this woman—who introduced
herself in this flurry of lexicons as PontiffFarrow—was a significant authority here.

 When she'd finished, Gentle cast a confounded look in Pie's direction. This was proving more difficult
terrain bythe moment. Unconcealed in the Pontiffs speech wasthreat of summary execution if they failed
to answer theirinquiries satisfactorily. The executioner among this partywas not hard to spot: he of the
prayerful head—the Nul-lianac—waiting in the rear for his instructions.

 "So," said Hammeryock. "We need some identifica?tion."

 "I don't have any," Gentle said.

 "And you?" he asked the mystif, which also shook itshead.

 "Spies," the Pontiff hissed.

 "No, we're just... tourists," Gentle said.

 "Tourists?" said Hammeryock.

 "We've come to see the sights of Patashoqua." Heturned to Pie for support. "Whatever they are."

 "The tombs of the Vehement Loki Lobb," Pie said,clearly scratching around for the glories Patashoqua
had tooffer, "and the Merrow Ti' Ti'."

 That sounded pretty to Gentle's ears. He faked a broadsmile of enthusiasm. "The Merrow Ti' Ti'!" he
said. "Ab?solutely! I wouldn't miss the Merrow Ti' Ti' for all the teain China."

 "China?"said Hammeryock.

 "Did I say China?"

 "You did."
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 "Fifth Dominion," the Pontiff muttered. "Spiatits fromthe Fifth Dominion."

 "I object strongly to that accusation," said Pie 'oh' pah.

 "And so," said a voice behind the accused, "do I."

 Both Pie and Gentle turned to take in the sight of a sca-
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 brous, bearded individual, dressed in what might gener?ously have been described as motley and less
generously asrags, standing on one leg and scraping shit off the heel ofhis other foot with a stick.

 "It's the hypocrisy that turns my stomach, Ham?meryock," he said, his expression a maze of wiles. "You
two pontificate," he went on, eyeing his pun's target as hespoke, "about keeping the streets free from
undesirables,but you do nothing about the dog shite!"

 "This isn't your business, Tick Raw," Hammeryocksaid.

 "Oh, but it is. These are my friends, and you've insultedthem with your slurs and your suspicions."

 "Friends, sayat?" the Pontiff murmured.

 "Yes, ma'am. Friends. Some of us still know the differ?ence between conversation and diatribe. I have
friends,with whom I talk and exchange ideas. Remember ideas?They're what make life worth living."

 Hammeryock could not disguise his unease, hearing hismistress thus addressed, but whoever Tick Raw
was hewielded sufficient authority to silence any further objec?tion.

 "My dearlings," he said to Gentle and Pie, "shall we re?pair to my home?"

 As a parting gesture he lobbed the stick in Ham-meryock's direction. It landed in the mud between the
man's legs.

 "Clean up, Loitus," Tick Raw said. "We don't want theAutarch's heel sliding in shite, now, do we?"

 The two parties then went their separate ways, TickRaw leading Pie and Gentle off through the labyrinth.

 "We want to thank you," Gentle said.

 "What for?" Tick Raw asked him, aiming a kick at agoat that wandered across his path.

 "Talking us out of trouble," Gentle replied. "We'll beon our way now."

 "But you've got to come back with me," Tick Raw said.

 "There's no need."
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 "Need? There's every need! Have I got this right?" hesaid to Pie. "Is there need or isn't there?"

 "We'd certainly like the benefit of your insights," Piesaid. "We're strangers here. Both of us." The mystif
spokein an oddly stilted fashion, as if it wanted to say more, but couldn't. "We need reeducating," it said.

 "Oh?" said Tick Raw. "Really?"

 "Who is this Autarch?" Gentle asked.

 "He rules the Reconciled Dominions, from Yzordder-rex. He's the greatest power in the Imajica."

 "And he's coming here?"

 "That's the rumor. He's losing his grip in the Fourth,and he knows it. So he's decided to put in a personal
ap?pearance. Officially, he's visiting Patashoqua, but this iswhere the trouble's brewing."

 "Do you think he'll definitely come?" Pie asked.

 "If he doesn't, the whole of the Imajica's going toknow he's afraid to show his face. Of course that's
alwaysbeen a part of his fascination, hasn't it? All these yearshe's ruled the Dominions without anybody
really knowing what he looks like. But the glamour's worn off. If hewants to avoid revolution he's going
to have to prove he'sa charismatic."

 "Are you going to get blamed for telling Hammeryockwe were your friends?" Gentle asked.

 "Probably, but I've been accused of worse. Besides, it'salmost true. Any stranger here's a friend of
mine." He casta glance at Pie. "Even a mystif," he said. "The people inthis dung heap have no poetry in
them. I know I should bemore sympathetic. They're refugees, most of them.They've lost their lands, their
houses, their tribes. Butthey're so concerned with their itsy-bitsy little sorrows theydon't see the broader
picture."

 "And what is the broader picture?" Gentle asked.

 "I think that's better discussed behind closed doors,"Tick Raw said, and would not be drawn any further
on thesubject until they were secure in his hut.
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 It was spartan in the extreme. Blankets on a board for abed; another board for a table; some
moth-eaten pillows tosquat on.

 "This is what I'm reduced to," Tick Raw said to Pie, asthough the mystif understood, perhaps even
shared, hissense of humiliation. "If I'd moved on it might have beendifferent. But I couldn't, of course."

 "Why not?" Gentle asked.

 Tick Raw gave him a quizzical look, glancing over at Pie,then looking back at Gentle again.

 "I'd have thought that was obvious," he said. "I've keptmy post. I'm here until a better day dawns."
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 "And when will that be?" Gentle inquired.

 "You tell me," Tick Raw replied, a certain bitterness en?tering his voice. "Tomorrow wouldn't be too
soon. This isno frigging life for a great sway-worker. I mean, look at it!" He cast his eyes around the
room. "And let me tell you, thisis the lap of luxury compared with some of the hovels Icould show you.
People living in their own excrement,grubbing around for food. And all in sight of one of therichest cities
in the Dominions. It's obscene. At least I've got food in my belly. And I get some respect, you know.
Nobody crosses me. They know I'm an evocator, and they keep their distance. Even Hammeryock. He
hates me witha passion, but he'd never dare send the Nullianac to kill me,in case it failed and I came after
him. Which I would. Oh,yes. Gladly. Pompous little fuck."

 "You should just leave," Gentle said. "Go and live inPatashoqua."

 "Please,"Tick Raw said, his tone vaguely pained. "Mustwe play games? Haven't I proved my integrity? I
savedyour lives."

 "And we're grateful," Gentle said.

 "I don't want gratitude," Tick Raw said.

 "What do you want then? Money?"

 At this, Tick Raw rose from his cushion, his face redden?ing, not with blushes but with rage.

 "I don't deserve this," he said.

 "Deserve what?" said Gentle.

 198                       CLIVE BARKER

 "I've lived in shite," Tick Raw said, "but I'm damned ifI'm going to eat it! All right, so I'm not a great
Maestro. Iwish I were! I wish Uter Musky was still alive, and he couldhave waited here all these years
instead of me. But he'sgone, and I'm all that's left! Take me or leave me!"

 The outburst completely befuddled Gentle. He glancedacross at Pie, looking for some guidance, but the
mystif had hung its head.

 "Maybe we'd better leave," Gentle said.

 "Yes! Why don't you do that?" Tick Raw yelled. "Getthe fuck out of here. Maybe you can find Musky's
graveand resurrect him. He's out there on the mount. I buriedhim with these two hands!" His voice was
close to crackingnow. There was grief in it as well as rage. "You can dig him up the same way!"

 Gentle started to get to his feet, sensing that any furtherwords from him would only push Tick Raw
closer to aneruption or a breakdown, neither of which he wanted towitness. But the mystif reached up
and took hold of Gen?tle's arm.

 "Wait," Pie said.

 "The man wants us out," Gentle replied.
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 "Let me talk to Tick for a few moments," Pie said.

 The evocator glared fiercely at the mystif.

 "I'm in no mood for seductions," he warned.

 The mystif shook its head, glancing at Gentle. "Neitheram I."

 "You want me out of here?" he said.

 "Not for long."

 Gentle shrugged, though he felt rather less easy with theidea of leaving Pie in Tick Raw's company than
his mannersuggested. There was something about the way the two ofthem stared and studied each other
that made him thinkthere was some hidden agenda here. If so, it was surely sex?ual, despite their denials.

 "I'll be outside," Gentle said, and left them to their de?bate.

 He'd no sooner closed the door than he heard the twobegin to talk inside. There was a good deal of din
from the
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 shack opposite—a baby bawling, a mother attempting tohush it with an off-key lullaby—but he caught
fragments of the exchange. Tick Raw was still in a fury.

 "Is this some kind of punishment?" he demanded at onepoint; then, a few moments later: "Patient? How
muchmore frigging patient do I have to be?"

 The lullaby blotted out much of what followed, andwhen it quieted again, the conversation inside Raw's
shackhad taken another turn entirely.

 "We've got a long way to go," Gentle heard Pie saying, "and a lot to learn." Tick Raw made some
inaudible reply,to which Pie said, "He's a stranger here."

 Again Tick murmured something.

 "I can't do that," Pie replied. "He's my responsibility."

 Now Tick Raw's persuasions grew loud enough for Gen?tle to hear.

 "You're wasting your time," the evocator said. "Stayhere with me. I miss a warm body at night."

 At this Pie's voice dropped to a whisper. Gentle took ahalf step back towards the door and managed to
catch afew of the mystif's words. It said heartbroken, he was sure;then something about faith. But the
rest was a murmur too soft to be interpreted. Deciding he'd given the two of themlong enough alone, he
announced that he was coming backin and entered. Both looked up at him: somewhat guiltily,he thought.

 "I want to get out of here," he announced.
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 Tick Raw's hand was at Pie's neck and remained there,like a staked claim.

 "If you go," Tick told the mystif, "I can't guarantee yoursafety. Hammeryock will be wanting your blood."

 "We can defend ourselves," Gentle said, somewhat sur?prised by his own certainty.

 "Maybe we shouldn't be quite so hasty," Pie put in.

 "We've got a journey to make," Gentle replied.

 "Let her make up her own mind," Tick Raw suggested."She's not your property."

 At this remark, a curious look crossed Pie 'oh' pah'sface. Not guilt now, but a troubled expression,
softening
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 into resignation. The mystif's hand went up to its neck andbrushed off Tick Raw's hold.

 "He's right," it said to Tick. "We do have a journeyahead of us."

 The evocator pursed his lips, as if making up his mindwhether to pursue this business any further or not.
Then hesaid, "Well then. You'd better go."

 He turned a sour eye on Gentle.

 "May everything be as it seems, stranger."

 "Thank you," said Gentle, and escorted Pie out of thehut into the mud and flurry of Vanaeph.

 "Strange thing to say," Gentle observed as they trudgedaway from Tick Raw's hut. "May everything be
as it seems."

 "It's the profoundest curse a sway-worker knows," Piereplied.

 "I see."

 "On the contrary," Pie said, "I don't think you see verymuch."

 There was a note of accusation in Pie's words whichGentle rose to.

 "I certainly saw what you were up to," he said. "You had half a mind to stay with him. Batting your eyes
likea—" He stopped himself.

 "Go on," Pie replied. "Say it. Like a whore."

 "That wasn't what I meant."

 "No, please." Pie went on, bitterly. "You can lay on theinsults. Why not? It can be very arousing."

 Gentle shot Pie a look of disgust.
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 "You said you wanted education, Gentle. Well, let'sstart with May everything be as it seems. It's a
curse, be?cause if that were the case we'd all be living just to die, and mud would be king of the
Dominions."

 "I get it," Gentle said. "And you'd be just a whore."

 "And you'd be just a faker, working for—"

 Before the rest of the sentence was out of his mouth, apack of animals ran out between two of the
dwellings,squealing like pigs, though they looked more like tinyllamas. Gentle looked in the direction from
which they'd
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 come, and saw—advancing between the shanties—a sightto bring shudders.

 "The Nutlianac!"

 "I see it!"Piesaid.

 As the executioner approached, the praying hands of itshead opened and closed, as though kindling the
energiesbetween the palms to a lethal heat. There were cries ofalarm from the houses around. Doors
slammed. Shuttersclosed. A child was snatched from a step, bawling as itwent. Gentle had time to see
the executioner draw twoweapons, with blades that caught the livid light of the arcs;then he was obeying
Pie's instruction to run, the mystifleading the way.

 The street they'd been on was no more than a narrowgutter, but it was a well-lit highway by comparison
with thenarrow alley they ducked into. Pie was light-footed; Gentle was not. Twice the mystif made a
turn and Gentle overshot it. The second time he lost Pie entirely in the murk and dirtand was about to
retrace his steps when he heard the exe?cutioner's blade slice through something behind him andglanced
back to see one of the frailer houses folding up in acloud of dust and screams, its demolisher's shape,
light?ning-headed, appearing from the chaos and fixing its gazeupon him. Its target sighted, it advanced
with a suddenspeed, and Gentle darted for cover at the first turn, a routethat took him into a swamp of
sewage which he barelycrossed without falling, and thence into even narrower pas?sages.

 It would only be a matter of time before he chancedupon a cul-de-sac, he knew. When he did, the game
wouldbe up. He felt an itch at the nape of his neck, as though theblades were already there. This wasn't
right! He'd barelybeen out of the Fifth an hour and he was seconds fromdeath. He glanced back. The
Nullianac had closed the dis?tance between them. He picked up his pace, pitching him?self around a
corner and into a tunnel of corrugated iron,with no way out at the other end.

 "Shite!" he said, taking Tick Raw's favorite word for hiscomplaint. "Furie, you've killed yourself!"
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 The walls of the cul-de-sac were slick with filth, andhigh. Knowing he'd never scale them, he ran to the
far end and threw himself against the wall there, hoping it mightcrack. But its builders (damn them!) had
been better crafts?men than most in the vicinity. The wall rocked, and pieces of its fetid mortar fell about
him, but all his efforts did was bring the NuUianac straight to him, drawn by the sound ofhis effort.
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 Seeing his executioner approaching, he pitched his bodyagainst the wall afresh, hoping for some
last-minute re?prieve. But all he got was bruises. The itch at his nape was an ache now, but through its
pain he formed the despairingthought that this was surely the most ignominious of deaths, to be sliced up
amid sewage. What had he done todeserve it? He asked it aloud.

 "What have I done? What the fuck have I done?"

 The question went unanswered; or did it? As his yells ceased he found himself raising his hand to his
face, not knowing—even as he did so—why. There was simply an inner compulsion to open his palm
and spit upon it. Thespittle felt cold, or else his palm was hot. Now a yard away,the NuUianac raised its
twin blades above its head. Gentle made a fist, lightly, and put it to his mouth. As the bladesreached the
top of their arc, he exhaled.

 He felt his breath blaze against his palm, and in the in?stant before the blades reached his head the
pneuma wentfrom his fist like a bullet. It struck the NuUianac in the neckwith such force it was thrown
backwards, a livid spurt ofenergy breaking from the gap in its head and rising likeearth-born lightning into
the sky. The creature feU in thefilth, its hands dropping the blades to reach for the wound.They never
touched the place. Its life went out of it in aspasm, and its prayerful head was permanently silenced.

 At least as shaken by the other's death as by the proxim?ity of his own, Gentle got to his feet, his gaze
going fromthe body hi the dirt to his fist. He opened it. The spittle hadgone, transformed into some lethal
dart. A seam of dis?coloration ran from the baU of his thumb to the other sideof his hand. That was the
only sign of the pneuma's passing.
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 "Holy shite," he said.

 A small crowd had already gathered at the end of thecul-de-sac, and heads appeared over the wall
behind him.From every side came an agitated buzz that wouldn't, heguessed, take long to reach
Hammeryock and Pontiff Far?row. It would be naive to suppose they ruled Vanaeph with only one
executioner in their squad. There'd be others; andhere, soon. He stepped over the body, not caring to
looktoo closely at the damage he'd done, but aware with only apassing glance that it was substantial.

 The crowd, seeing the conquerer approach, parted.Some bowed, others fled. One said, "Bravo!" and
tried tokiss his hand. He pressed his admirer away and scanned thealleys in every direction, hoping for
some sign of Pie 'oh' pah. Finding none, he debated his options. Where wouldPie go? Not to the top of
the mount. Though that was avisible rendezvous, their enemies would spot them there.Where else? The
gates of Patashoqua, perhaps, that themystif had pointed out when they'd first arrived? It was asgood a
place as any, he thought, and started off, downthrough teeming Vanaeph towards the glorious city.

 His worst expectations—that news of his crime hadreached the Pontiff and her league—were soon
confirmed.He was almost at the edge of the township, and within sightof the open ground that lay
between its borders and thewalls of Patashoqua, when a hue and cry from the streetsbehind announced a
pursuing party. In his Fifth Dominiongarb, jeans and shirt, he would be easily recognized if hestarted
towards the gates, but if he attempted to stay withinthe confines of Vanaeph it would be only a matter of
timebefore he was hunted down. Better to take the chance ofrunning now, he decided, while he stiU had
a lead. Even ifhe didn't make it to the gates before they came after him,they surely wouldn't dispatch him
within sight of Pata-shoqua's gleaming walls.

Page  147



 He put on a fair turn of speed and was out of the town?ship in less than a minute, the commotion behind
him gath?ering volume. Though it was difficult to judge the distanceto the gates in a light that lent such
iridescence to the
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 ground between, it was certainly no less than a mile; per?haps twice that. He'd not got far when the first
of his pursu?ers appeared from the outskirts of Vanaeph, runnersfresher and lighter than he, who rapidly
closed the distancebetween them. There were plenty of travelers coming andgoing along the straight road
to the gates. Some pedestri?ans, most in groups and dressed like pilgrims; other, finerfigures, mounted on
horses whose flanks and heads werepainted with gaudy designs; still others riding on shaggy derivatives
of the mule. Most envied however, and mostrare, were those in motor vehicles, which, though they basi?
cally resembled their equivalents in the Fifth—a chassisriding on wheels—were in every other regard
fresh inven?tions. Some were as elaborate as baroque altarpieces, everyinch of their bodywork chased
and filigreed. Others, withspindly wheels twice the height of their roofs, had the pre?posterous delicacy of
tropical insects. Still others, mounted on a dozen or more tiny wheels, their exhausts giving off adense,
bitter fume, looked like speeding wreckage, asym?metrical and inelegant farragoes of glass and
metalwork.Risking death by hoof and wheel, Gentle joined the trafficand put on a new spurt as he
dodged between the vehicles.The leaders of the pack behind him had also reached theroad. They were
armed, he saw, and had no compunctionabout displaying their weapons. His belief that theywouldn't
attempt to kill him among witnesses suddenlyseemed frail. Perhaps the law of Vanaeph was good to the
very gates of Patashoqua. If so, he was dead. They wouldovertake him long before he reached
sanctuary.

 But now, above the din of the highway, another soundreached him, and he dared a glance off to his left,
to see asmall, plain vehicle, its engine badly tuned, careering in hisdirection. It was open-topped, its
driver visible: Pie 'oh'pah, God love him, driving like a man—or mystif—pos?sessed. Gentle changed
direction instantly, veering off theroad and dividing a herd of pilgrims as he did so, and raced towards
Pie's noisy chariot.

 A chorus of whoops at his back told him the pursuershad also changed direction, but the sight of Pie had
given
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 heat to Gentle's heels. His turn of speed was wasted, how?ever. Rather than slowing to let Gentle
aboard, Pie droveon past, heading towards the hunters. The leaders scatteredas the vehicle bore down
upon them, but it was a figureGentle had missed, being carried in a sedan chair, who wasPie's true target.
Hammeryock, sitting on high, ready towatch the execution, was suddenly a target in his turn. Heyelled to
his bearers to retreat, but in their panic they failedto agree on a direction. Two pulled left, two right. One
ofthe chair's arms splintered, and Hammeryock was pitchedout, hitting the ground hard. He didn't get up.
The sedanchair was discarded, and its bearers fled, leaving Pie to veeraround and head back towards
Gentle. With their leaderfelled, the scattered pursuers, most likely coerced into serv?ing the Pontiffs in the
first place, had lost heart. They werenot sufficiently inspired to risk Hammeryock's fate and sokept their
distance, while Pie drove back and picked up hisgasping passenger.

 "I thought maybe you'd gone back to Tick Raw," Gen?tle said, once he was aboard.

 "He wouldn't have wanted me," Pie said. "I've had con?gress with a murderer."
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 "Who's that?"

 "You, my friend, you! We're both assassins now."

 "I suppose we are."

 "And not much welcome in this region, I think."

 "Where did you find the vehicle?"

 "There's a few of them parked on the outskirts. They'llbe in them soon enough, and after us."

 "The sooner we're in the city the better, then."

 "I don't think we'd be safe there for long," the mystifreplied.

 It had maneuvered the vehicle so that its snub nosefaced the highway. The choice lay before them. Left,
to thegates of Patashoqua. Right, down a highway which ran onpast the Mount of Lipper Bayak to a
horizon that rose, atthe farthest limit of the eye, to a mountain range.

 "It's up to you," Pie said.
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 Gentle looked longingly towards the city, tempted by its spires. But he knew there was wisdom in Pie's
advice.

 "We'll come back someday, won't we?" he said.

 "Certainly, if that's what you want."

 "Then let's head the other way."

 The mystif turned the vehicle onto the highway, againstthe predominant flow of traffic, and with the city
behindthem they soon picked up speed.

 "So much for Patashoqua," Gentle said as the walls be?came a mirage.

 "No great loss," Pie remarked.

 "But I wanted to see the Merrow Ti' TV," Gentle said.

 "No chance," Pie returned.

 "Why?"

 "It was pure invention," Pie said. "Like all my favoritethings, including myself. Pure invention!"

 12
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 Though Jude had made an oath, in all sobriety, to follow Gentle wherever she'd seen him go, her plans
for pursuitwere stymied by a number of claims upon her energies, the most pressing of which was Clem's.
He needed her advice,comfort, and organizational skills in the dreary, rainy daysthat followed New Year,
and despite the urgency of heragenda she could scarcely turn her back on him. Taylor'sfuneral took place
on January ninth, with a memorial ser?vice which Clem took great pains to perfect. It was a melan?choly
triumph: a time for Taylor's friends and relations tomingle and express their affections for the departed
man.Jude met people she'd not seen in many years, and few, ifany, failed to comment on the one
conspicuous absentee:Gentle. She told everybody what she'd told Clem. That Gentle had been going
through a bad time, and the lastshe'd heard he was planning to leave on holiday. Clem, of
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 course, would not be fobbed off with such vague excuses.Gentle had left knowing that Taylor was dead,
and Clemviewed his departure as a kind of cowardice. Jude didn'tattempt to defend the wanderer. She
simply tried to makeas little mention of Gentle in Clem's presence as she could.

 But the subject would keep coming up, one way or an?other. Sorting through Taylor's belongings after
the fu?neral, Clem came upon three watercolors, painted byGentle in the style of Samuel Palmer, but
signed with hisown name and dedicated to Taylor. Pictures of idealizedlandscapes, they couldn't help but
turn Clem's thoughtsback to Taylor's unrequited love for the vanished man, andJude's to the place he had
vanished for. They were amongthe few items that Clem, perhaps vengefully, wanted to de?stroy, but
Jude persuaded him otherwise. He kept one inmemory of Taylor, gave one to Klein, and gave the third
toJude.

 Her duty to Clem not only took its toll upon her time butupon her focus. When, in the middle of the
month, he sud?denly announced that he was going to leave the next dayfor Tenerife, there to tan his
troubles away for a fortnight, she was glad to be released from the daily duties of friendand comforter but
found herself unable to rekindle theheat of ambition that had flared in her at the month's firsthour. She had
one unlikely touchstone, however: the dog.She only had to look at the mutt and she remembered—as
though it were an hour ago—standing at the door of Gen?tle's flat and seeing the pair dissolving in front
of her aston?ished eyes. And on the heels of that memory camethoughts of the news she had been
carrying to Gentle thatnight: the dream journey induced by the stone that wasnow wrapped up and
hidden from sight and seeing in herwardrobe. She was not a great lover of dogs, but she'dtaken the
mongrel home that night, knowing it would per?ish if she didn't. It quickly ingratiated itself, wagging a
furi?ous welcome when she returned home each night afterbeing with Clem; sneaking into her bedroom in
the earlyhours and making a nest for itself in her soiled clothes. Shecalled it Skin, because it had so little
fur, and while she
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 didn't dote on it the way it doted on her, she was still gladof its company. More than once she found
herself talking toit at great length, while it licked its paws or its balls, thesemonologues a means to refocus
her thoughts without wor?rying that she was losing her mind. Three days after Clem'sdeparture for
sunnier climes, discussing with Skin how sheshould best proceed, Estabrook's name came up.

 "You haven't met Estabrook," she told Skin. "But I'llguarantee you won't like him. He tried to have me
killed,you know?"
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 The dog looked up from its toilet.

 "Yes, I was amazed too," she said, "I mean, that's worsethan an animal, right? No disrespect, but it is. I
was his wife.I am his wife. And he tried to have me killed. What wouldyou do, if you were me? Yes, I
know, I should see him. Hehad the blue eye in his safe. And that book! Remind me totell you about the
book sometime. No, maybe I shouldn't.It'll give you ideas."

 Skin settled his head on his crossed paws, gave a smallsigh of contentment, and started to doze.

 "You're a big help," she said. "I need some advice here.What do you say to a man who tried to have you
mur?dered?"

 Skin's eyes were closed, so she was obliged to furnishher own reply.

 "I say: Hello, Charlie, why don't you tell me the story of your life?"

 2

 She called Lewis Leader the next day to find out whether Estabrook was still hospitalized. She was told
he was, butthat he'd been moved to a private clinic in Hampstead.Leader supplied details of his
whereabouts, and Jude calledto inquire both about Estabrook's condition and visitinghours. She was told
he was still under close scrutiny butseemed to be in better spirits than he'd been, and she waswelcome to
come and see him at any time. There seemedlittle purpose in delaying the meeting. She drove up to
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 Hampstead that very evening, through another tumultuousrainstorm, arriving to a welcome from the
psychiatric nursein charge of Estabrook's case, a chatty young man calledMaurice who lost his top lip
when he smiled, which wasoften, and talked with an almost indiscreet enthusiasmabout the state of his
patient's mind.

 "He has good days," Maurice said brightly. Then, just as brightly: "But not many. He's severely
depressed. He madeone attempt to kill himself before he came to us, but he'ssettled down a lot."

 "Is he sedated?"

 "We help keep the anxiety controllable, but he's notdrugged senseless. We can't help him get to the root
of theproblem if he is."

 "Has he told you what that is?" she said, expecting accu?sations to be tossed in her direction.

 "It's pretty obscure," Maurice said. "He talks about you very fondly, and I'm sure your coming will do
him a greatdeal of good. But the problem's obviously with his bloodrelatives. I've got him to talk a little
about his father and hisbrother, but he's very cagey. The father's dead, of course,but maybe you can shed
some light on the brother."-

 "I never met him."

 "That's a pity. Charles clearly feels a great deal of angertowards his brother, but I haven't got to the root
of why. I will. It'll just take time. He's very good at keeping his se?crets to himself, isn't he? But then you
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probably know that. Shall I take you along to see him? I did tell him you'd tele?phoned, so I think he's
expecting you."

 Jude was irritated that the element of surprise had beenremoved, that Estabrook would have had time to
prepare his feints and fabrications. But what was done was done,and rather than snap at the gleeful
Maurice for his indiscre?tion she kept her displeasure to herself. She might need theman's smiling
assistance in the fullness of time.

 Estabrook's room was pleasant enough. Spacious andcomfortable, its walls adorned with reproductions
ofMonet and Renoir, it was a soothing space. Even the pianoconcerto that played softly in the
background seemed com-
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 posed to placate a troubled mind. Estabrook was not in bedbut sitting by the window, one of the
curtains drawn asideso he could watch the rain. He was dressed in pajamas andhis best dressing gown,
smoking. As Maurice had said, hewas clearly awaiting his visitor. There was no flicker of sur?prise when
she appeared at the door. And, as she'd antici?pated, he had his welcome ready.

 "At last, a familiar face."

 He didn't open his arms to embrace her, but she went tohim and kissed him lightly on both cheeks.

 "One of the nurses will get you something to drink, ifyou'd like," he said.

 "Yes, I'd like some coffee. It's bitter out there."

 "Maybe Maurice'11 get it, if I promise to unburden mysoul."

 "Do you?" said Maurice.

 "I do. I promise. You'll know the secrets of my pottytraining by this time tomorrow."

 "Milk and sugar?" Maurice asked.

 "Just milk," Charlie said. "Unless her tastes havechanged."

 "No," she told him.

 "Of course not. Judith doesn't change. Judith's eternal."

 Maurice withdrew, leaving them to talk. There was no embarrassed silence. He had his spiel ready, and
while hedelivered it—a speech about how glad he was that she'dcome, and how much he hoped it meant
she would begin toforgive him—she studied his changed face. He'd lostweight and was without his
toupe'e, which revealed in hisphysiognomy qualities she'd never seen before. His large nose and
tugged-down mouth, with jutting over-largelower lip, lent him the look of an aristocrat fallen on hard
times. She doubted that she'd ever find it in her heart tolove him again, but she could certainly manage a
twinge ofpity, seeing him so reduced.

 "I suppose you want a divorce," he said.
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 "We can talk about that another time."

 "Do you need money?"

 "Not at the moment."
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 "If you do—"

 "I'll ask."

 A male nurse appeared with coffee for1Jude, hot choco?late for Estabrook, and biscuits. When he'd
gone, sheplunged into a confession. One from her, she reasoned,might elicit one from him.

 "I went to the house," she said. "To collect my jewelry."

 "And you couldn't get into the safe."

 "Oh, no, I got in."

 He didn't look at her, but sipped his chocolate noisily.

 "And I found some very strange things, Charlie. I'd liketo talk about them."

 "I don't know what you mean."

 "Some souvenirs. A piece of a statute. A book."

 "No," he said, still not looking her way. "Those aren'tmine. I don't know what they are. Oscar gave them
to meto look after."

 Here was an intriguing connection. "Where did Oscarget them?" she asked him.

 "I didn't inquire," Estabrook said with a detached air."He travels a lot, you know."

 "I'd like to meet him."

 "No, you wouldn't," he said hurriedly. "You wouldn'tlike him at all."

 "Globe-trotters are always interesting," she said, at?tempting to preserve a lightness in her tone.

 "I told you," he said. "You wouldn't like him."

 "Has he been to see you?"

 "No. And I wouldn't see him if he did. Why are you ask?ing me these questions? You've never cared
about Oscarbefore."

 "He is your brother," she said. "He has some filial re?sponsibility."
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 "Oscar? He doesn't care for anybody but himself. Heonly gave me those presents as a sop."

 "So they were gifts. I thought you were just looking afterthem."

 "Does it matter?" he said, raising his voice a little. "Just

 212                       CLIVE BARKER

 don't touch them, they're dangerous. You put them back,yes?"

 She lied and told him she had, realizing any more discus?sion on the matter would only infuriate him
further.

 "Is there a view out of the window?" she asked him.

 "Of the heath," he said. "It's very pretty on sunny days,apparently. They found a body there on Monday.
Awoman, strangled. I watched them combing the bushes allday yesterday and all day today: looking for
clues, I sup?pose. In this weather. Horrible, to be out in this weather,digging around looking for soiled
underwear or some such.Can you imagine? I thought: I'm damn lucky I'm in here,warm and cosy."

 If there was any indication of a change in his mental pro?cesses it was here, in this strange digression. An
earlier Es-tabrook would have had no patience with any conversationthat was not serving a clear
purpose. Gossip and its purvey?ors had drawn his contempt like little else, especially whenhe knew he
was the subject of the tittle-tattle. As to gazingout of a window and wondering how others were faring in
the cold, that would have been literally unthinkable twomonths before. She liked the change, just as she
liked thenewfound nobility in his profile. Seeing the hidden man re?vealed gave her faith in her own
judgment. Perhaps it was this Estabrook she'd loved all along.

 They spoke for a while more, without returning to anyof the personal matters between them, and parted
onfriendly terms, with an embrace that was genuinely warm.

 "When will you come again?" he asked her.

 "In the next couple of days," she told him.

 "I'll be waiting."

 So the gifts she'd found in the safe had come from OscarGodolphin. Oscar the mysterious, who'd kept
the familyname while brother Charles disowned it; Oscar the enig?matic; Oscar the globe-trotter. How
far afield had he gone,she wondered, to have returned with such outre" trophies?Somewhere out of this
world, perhaps, into the same re?moteness to which she'd seen Gentle and Pie 'oh' pah dis-
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 patch themselves? She began to suspect that there wassome conspiracy abroad. If two men who had no
knowl?edge of each other, Oscar Godolphin and John Zacharias,knew about this other world and how
to remove them?selves there, how many others in her circle also knew? Wasit information only available
to men? Did it come with thepenis and a mother fixation, as part of the male apparatus?Had Taylor
known? Did Clem? Or was this some kind offamily secret, and the part of the puzzle she was missingwas
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the link between a Godolphin and a Zacharias?

 Whatever the explanation, it was certain she would notget answers from Gentle, which meant she had to
seek outbrother Oscar. She tried by the most direct route first: thetelephone directory. He wasn't listed.
She then tried viaLewis Leader, but he claimed to have no knowledge of theman's whereabouts or
fortunes, telling her that the affairsof the two brothers were quite separate, and he had neverbeen called
to deal with any matter involving Oscar Godol?phin.

 "For all I know," he said, "the man could be dead."Having drawn a blank with the direct routes, she was
thrown back upon the indirect. She returned to Esta-brook's house and scoured it thoroughly, looking for
Oscar's address or telephone number. She found neither,but she did turn up a photograph album Charlie
had never shown to her, in which pictures of what she took to be thetwo brothers appeared. It wasn't
difficult to distinguish onefrom the other. Even in those early pictures Charlie hadthe troubled look the
camera always found in him, whereasOscar, younger by a few years, was nevertheless the moreconfident
of the pair: a little overweight, but carrying it eas?ily, smiling an easy smile as he hooked his arm around
hisbrother's shoulders. She removed the most recent of thephotographs from the album which pictured
Charles at pu?berty or thereabouts, and kept it. Repetition, she found,made theft easier. But it was the
only information aboutOscar she took away with her. If she was to get to the trav?eler and find out in
what world he'd bought his souvenirs,she'd have to work on Estabrook to do so. It would take
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 time, and her impatience grew with every short and rainyday. Even though she had the freedom to buy a
ticket any?where on the planet, a kind of claustrophobia was uponher. There was another world to which
she wanted access. Until she got it, Earth itself would be a prison.

 3

 Leader called Oscar on the morning of January seven?teenth with the news that his brother's estranged
wife wasasking for information on his whereabouts.

 "Did she say why?"

 "No, not precisely. But she's very clearly sniffing aftersomething. She's apparently seen Estabrook three
times in the last week."

 "Thank you, Lewis. I appreciate this."

 "Appreciate it in hard cash, Oscar," Leader replied."I've had a very expensive Christmas."

 "When have you ever gone empty-handed?" Oscar said."Keep me posted."

 The lawyer promised to do so, but Oscar doubted he'dprovide much more by way of useful information.
Onlytruly despairing souls confided in lawyers, and he doubtedJudith was the despairing type. He'd never
met her—Charlie had seen to that—but if she'd survived his com? pany for any time at all she had to
have a will of iron.Which begged the question: Why would a woman whoknew (presuming she did) that
her husband had conspiredto kill her, seek out his company, unless she had an ulteriormotive? And was it
conceivable that said motive was find?ing brother Oscar? If so, such curiosity had to be nipped in the
bud. There were already enough variables at play, what with the Society's purge now under way, and the
inevitablepolice investigation on its heels, not to mention his newmajordomo Augustine (ne Dowd), who
was behaving in al?together too snotty a fashion. And of course, most volatileof these variables, sitting in
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his asylum beside the heath, Charlie himself, probably crazy, certainly unpredictable,with all manner of
tidbits in his head which could do Oscar
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 a lot of harm. It could be only a matter of time before hestarted to become talkative, and when he did,
what better ear to drop his discretions into than that of his inquiringwife?

 That evening he sent Dowd (he couldn't get used to thatsaintly Augustine) up to the clinic, with a basket
of fruit for his brother.

 "Find a friend there, if you can," he told Dowd. "I needto know what Charlie babbles about when he's
beingbathed."

 "Why don't you ask him directly?"

 "He hates me, that's why. He thinks I stole his mess ofpottage when Papa introduced me into the Tabula
Rasa in? stead of Charlie."

 "Why did your father do that?"

 "Because he knew Charlie was unstable, and he'd do theSociety more harm than good. I've had him
under controluntil now. He's had his little gifts from the Dominions. He'shad you fawn upon him when he
needed something out ofthe ordinary, like his assassin. This all started with thatfucking assassin! Why
couldn't you have just killed thewoman yourself?"

 "What do you take me for?" Dowd said with distaste. "I couldn't lay hands on a woman. Especially not a
beauty."

 "How do you know she's a beauty?"

 "I've heard her talked about."

 "Well, I don't care what she looks like. I don't want her meddling in my business. Find out what she's up
to. Thenwe'll work out our response."

 Dowd came back a few hours later, with alarming news. "Apparently she's persuaded him to take her to
the es?tate."

 "What? What?" Oscar bounded from his chair. The par?rots rose up squawking in sympathy. "She
knows morethan she should. Shit! All that heartache to keep the Soci?ety out of our hair, and now this
bitch conies along andwe're in worse trouble than ever."

 "Nothing's happened yet."
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 "But it will, it will! She'll wind him around her little fin?ger, and he'll tell her everything."

 "What do you want to do about it?"
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 Oscar went to hush the parrots. "Ideally?" he said, as hesmoothed their ruffled wings. "Ideally I'd have
Charlievanish off the face of the earth."

 "He had much the same ambition for her," Dowd ob?served.

 "Meaning what?"

 "Just that you're both quite capable of murder."

 Oscar made a contemptuous grunt. "Charlie was onlyplaying at it," he said. "He's got no balls! He's got
no vi?sion!" He returned to his high-backed chair, his expressionsullen. "It's not going to hold, damn it,"
he said. "I can feel it in my gut. We've kept things neat and tidy so far, but it's not going to hold. Charlie
has to be taken out of the equa?tion."

 "He's your brother."

 "He's a burden."

 "What I mean is: he's your brother. You should be theone to dispatch him."

 Oscar's eyes widened. "Oh, my Lord," he said.

 "Think what they'd say in Yzordderrex, if you were totell them."

 "What? That I killed my own brother? I don't see muchcharm in that."

 "But that you did what you had to do, however unpalat?able, to keep the secret safe." Dowd paused to
let the ideablossom. "That sounds heroic to me. Think what they'llsay."

 "I'm thinking."

 "It's your reputation in Yzordderrex you care about,isn't it, not what happens in the Fifth? You've said
beforethat this world's getting duller all the time."

 Oscar pondered this for a while. "Maybe I should slipaway. Kill them both to make sure nobody ever
knowswhere I've gone—"

 "Where we've gone."

 "—then slip away and pass into legend. Oscar Godol-

 IMAJICA                                                                                     217

 phin, who left his crazy brother dead beside his wife and disappeared. Oh, yes. That'd make quite a
headline inPatashoqua." He mused a few moments more. "What's theclassic sibling murder weapon?" he
finally asked.

 "The jawbone of an ass."
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 "Ridiculous."

 "You'll think of something better.!'

 "So I will. Make me a drink, Dowdie. And have oneyourself. We'll drink to escape."

 "Doesn't everybody?" Dowd replied, but the remarkwas lost on Godolphin, who was already plunged
deep intomurderous thought.

 20

 Gentle and Pie were six days on the Patashoquan Highway,days measured not by the watch on Pie's
wrist but by thebrightening and darkening of the peacock sky. On the fifthday the watch gave up the
ghost anyway, maddened, Piesupposed, by the magnetic field surrounding a city of pyra?mids they
passed. Thereafter, even though Gentle wantedto preserve some sense of how time was proceeding in
the Dominion they'd left, it was virtually impossible. Within a few days their bodies were accommodating
the rhythm oftheir new world, and he let his curiosity feast on more perti?nent matters: chiefly, the
landscape through which theywere traveling.

 It was diverse. In that first week they passed out of theplain into a region of lagoons—the
Cosacosa—which tooktwo days to cross, and thence into tracts of ancient conifersso tall that clouds
hung in their topmost branches like thenests of ethereal birds. On the other side of this stupendousforest,
the mountains Gentle had glimpsed days beforecame plainly into view. The range was called the Jokalay-
lau, Pie informed him, and legend had it that after the
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 Mount of Lipper Bayak these heights had been Hapexa-mendios' next resting place as He'd crossed
through theDominions. It was no accident, it seemed, that the land?scapes they passed through recalled
those of the Fifth; theyhad been chosen for that similarity. The Unbeheld hadstrode the Imajica dropping
seeds of humanity as Hewent—even to the very edge of His sanctum—in order togive the species He
favored new challenges, and like anygood gardener He'd dispersed them where they had thebest hope of
prospering. Where the native crop could be conquered or accommodated; where the living was hard
enough to make sure only the most resilient survived, butthe land fertile enough to feed their children;
where raincame; where light came; where all the vicissitudes thatstrengthened a species by occasional
calamity—tempest,earthquake, flood—were to hand.

 But while there was much that any terrestrial travelerwould have recognized, nothing, not the smallest
pebbleunderfoot, was quite like its counterpart in the Fifth. Someof these disparities were too vast to be
missed: the green-gold of the heavens, for instance, or the elephantine snailsthat grazed beneath the
cloud-nested trees. Others weresmaller but equally bizarre, like the wild dogs that ranalong the highway
now and then, hairless and shiny as pa? tent leather; or grotesque, like the horned kites thatswooped on
any animal dead or near-dead on the road and only rose from their meals, purple wings opening like
cloaks, when the vehicle was almost upon them; or absurd,like the bone-white lizards that congregated in
their thou?sands along the edge of the lagoons, the urge to turn somer?saults passing through their
colonies in waves.

 Perhaps finding some new response to these experienceswas out of the question when the sheer
proliferation oftravelers' tales had all but exhausted the lexicon of discov?ery. But it nevertheless irritated
Gentle to hear himself re?sponding in cliches. The traveler moved by unspoilt beautyor appalled by native
barbarism. The traveler touched byprimitive wisdom or caught breathless by undreamt-ofmodernities.
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The traveler condescending; the traveler
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 humbled; the traveler hungry for the next horizon or piningmiserably for home. Of all these, perhaps only
the last re?sponse never passed Gentle's lips. He thought of the Fifthonly when it came up in conversation
between himself andPie, and that happened less and less as the practicalities ofthe moment pressed more
heavily upon them. Food andsleeping quarters were easily come by at first, as was fuelfor the car. There
were small villages and hostelries alongthe highway, where Pie, despite an absence of hard cash,always
managed to secure them sustenance and beds tosleep in. The mystif had a host of minor feits at its
disposal,Gentle realized: ways to use its powers of seduction tomake even the most rapacious hosteller
pliant. But oncethey got beyond the forest, matters became more prob?lematical. The bulk of the vehicles
had turned off at the in?tersections, and the highway had degenerated from awell-serviced thoroughfare
to a two-lane road, with morepotholes than traffic. The vehicle Pie had stolen had not been designed for
the rigors of long-distance travel. Itstarted to show signs of fatigue, and with the mountainslooming ahead
it was decided they should stop at the nextvillage and attempt to trade it in for a more reliable .model.

 "Perhaps something with breath in its body," Pie sug?gested.

 "Speaking of which," Gentle said, "you never asked meabout the Nullianac."

 "What was there to ask?"

 "How I killed it."

 "I presumed you used a pneuma."

 "You don't sound very surprised."

 "How else would you have done it?" Pie said, quite rea?sonably. "You had the will, and you had the
power."

 "But where did I get it from?" Gentle said.

 "You've always had it," Pie replied, which left Gentlenursing as many questions, or more, as he'd begun
with. Hestarted to formulate one, but something in the motion of the car began to nauseate him as he did
so. "I think we'dbetter stop for a few minutes," he said. "I think I'm goingto puke."
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 Pie brought the vehicle to a halt, and Gentle steppedout. The sky was darkening, and some
night-bloomingflower spiced the cooling air. On the slopes above themherds of pale-flanked beasts,
relations of the yak but herecalled doekt, moved down through the twilight to their dor?mitory pastures,
lowing as they came. The dangers ofVanaeph and the thronged highway outside Patashoquaseemed very
remote. Gentle breathed deeply, and the nau?sea, like his questions, no longer vexed him. He looked up
at the first stars. Some were red here, like Mars; othersgold: fragments of the noonday sky that refused
to be ex?tinguished.

 "Is this Dominion another planet?" he asked Pie. "Arewe in some other galaxy?"
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 "No. It's not space that separates the Fifth from the restof the Dominions, it's the In Ovo."

 "So, is the whole of planet Earth the Fifth Dominion, orjust part of it?"

 "I don't know," Pie said. "All, I assume. But everyonehas a different theory."

 "What's yours?"

 "Well, when we move between the Reconciled Domin?ions, you'll see it's very easy. There are countless
passingplaces between the Fourth and the Third, the Third and theSecond. We'll walk into a mist, and
we'll come out into an?other world. Simple. But I don't think the borders arefixed. I think they move over
the centuries, and the shapes of the Dominions change. So maybe it'll be the same withthe Fifth. If it's
reconciled, the borders will spread, until thewhole planet has access to the rest of the Dominions. The
truth is, nobody really knows what the Imajica looks like,because nobody's ever made a map."

 "Somebody should try."

 "Maybe you're the man to do it," Pie said. "You werean artist before you were a traveler."

 "I was a faker, not an artist."

 "But your hands are clever," Pie replied.

 "Clever," Gentle said softly, "but never inspired."

 This melancholy thought took him back, momentarily,
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 to Klein, and to the rest of the circle he'd left in the Fifth: toJude, Clem, Estabrook, Vanessa, and the
rest. What were they doing this fine night? Had they even noticed his de?parture? He doubted it.

 "Are you feeling any better?" Pie inquired. "I see some lights down the road a little way. It may be the
last outpost before the mountains."

 "I'm in good shape," Gentle said, climbing back into thecar.

 They'd proceeded perhaps a quarter of a mile, and werein sight of the village, when their progress was
brought to ahalt by a young girl who appeared from the dusk to herdher doeki across the road. She was
in every way a normalthirteen-year-old child but for one: her face, and thoseparts of her body revealed
by her simple dress, were sleek with fawny down. It was plaited where it grew long at herelbows, and
her temples, and tied in a row of ribbons at hernape.

 "What village is this?" Pie asked, as the last of the doeki lingered in the road.

 "Beatrix," she said, and without prompting added,"There is no better place in any heaven." Then,
.shooingthe last beast on its way, she vanished into the twilight.

 2
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 The streets of Beatrix weren't as narrow as those of Vana-eph, nor were they designed for motor
vehicles. Pie parkedthe car close to the outskirts, and the two of them ambledinto the village from there.
The houses were unpretentiousaffairs, raised of an ocher stone and surrounded by standsof vegetation
that were a cross between silver birch andbamboo. The lights Pie had spotted from a distance weren't
those that burned in the windows, but lanterns that hung inthese trees, throwing their mellow light across
the streets.Just about every copse boasted its lantern trimmers—shag?gy-faced children like the
herder—some squatting beneaththe trees, others perched precariously in their branches.The doors of
almost all the houses stood open, and music
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 drifted from several, tunes caught by the lantern trimmersand danced to in the dapple. Asked to guess,
Gentle wouldhave said life was good here. Slow, perhaps, but good.

 "We can't cheat these people," Gentle said. "Itwouldn't be honorable."

 "Agreed," Pie replied.

 "So what do we do for money?"

 "Maybe they'll agree to cannibalize the vehicle for agood meal and a horse or two."

 "I don't see any horses."

 "A doeki would be fine."

 "They look slow."

 Pie directed Gentle's gaze up the heights of the Jokalay-lau. The last traces of day still lingered on the
snowfields,but for all their beauty the mountains were vast and unin?viting.

 "Slow and certain is safer up there," Pie said. Gentletook Pie's point. "I'm going to see if I can find
somebody incharge," the mystif went on, and left Gentle's side to goand question one of the lantern
trimmers.

 Drawn by the sound of raucous laughter, Gentle wan?dered on a little farther, and turning a corner he
found twodozen of the villagers, mostly men and boys, standing infront of a marionette theater that had
been set up in the leeof one of the houses. The show they were watching con?trasted violently with the
benign atmosphere of the village.To judge by the spires painted on the backdrop the storywas set in
Patashoqua, and as Gentle joined the audience two characters, one a grossly fat woman, the other a man
with the proportions of a fetus and the endowment of adonkey, were in the middle of a domestic tiff so
frenziedthe spires were shaking. The puppeteers, three slim youngmen with identical mustaches, were
plainly visible abovethe booth and provided both the dialogue and the soundeffects, the former larded
with baroque obscenities. Now another character entered—this a hunchbacked sibling of
Pulcinella—and summarily beheaded Donkey Dick. Thehead flew to the ground, where the fat woman
knelt to sobover it. As she did so, cherubic wings unfolded from behind
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 its ears and it floated up into the sky, accompanied by afalsetto din from the puppeteers. This earned
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applausefrom the audience, during which Gentle caught sight of Piein the street. At the mystif's side was a
jug-eared adoles?cent with hair down to the middle of his back. Gentle wentto join them.

 "This is Efreet Splendid," Pie said. "He tells me—waitfor this—he tells me his mother has dreams about
whitefurless men and would like to meet you."

 The grin that broke through Efreet's facial thatch wascrooked but beguiling.

 "She'll like you," he announced.

 "Are you sure?" Gentle said.

 "Certainly!"

 "Will she feed us?"

 "For a furless whitey, anything," Efreet replied.

 Gentle threw the mystif a doubtful glance. "I hope youknow what we're doing," he said.

 Efreet led the way, chattering as he went, asking mostlyabout Patashoqua. It was, he said, his ambition
to see thegreat city. Rather than disappoint the boy by admitting thathe hadn't stepped inside the gates,
Gentle informed himthat it was a place of untold magnificence.

 "Especially the Merrow Ti' Ti'," he said.

 The boy grinned and said he'd tell everybody he knewthat he'd met a hairless white man who'd seen the
MerrowTi' Ti'. From such innocent lies, Gentle mused, legendscame.

 At the door of the house, Efreet stood aside, to let Gen?tle be first over the threshold. He startled the
woman inside with his appearance. She dropped the cat she was combingand instantly fell to her knees.
Embarrassed, Gentle askedher to stand, but it was only after much persuasion that shedid so, and even
then she kept her head bewed, watchinghim furtively from the corners of her small dark eyes. Shewas
short—barely taller than her son, in fact—her facefine-boned beneath its down. Her name was
Larumday,she said, and she would very happily extend to Gentle andhis lady (as she assumed Pie to be)
the hospitality of her
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 house. Her younger son, Emblem, was coerced into helpingher prepare food while Efreet talked about
where theycould find a buyer for the car. Nobody in the village hadany use for such a vehicle, he said,
but in the hills was a manwho might. His name was Coaxial Tasko, and it came as aconsiderable shock
to Efreet that neither Gentle nor Piehad heard of the man.

 "Everybody knows Wretched Tasko," he said. "Heused to be a king in the Third Dominion, but his
tribe's ex?tinct."

 "Will you introduce me to him in the morning?" Pieasked.

 "That's a long time off," Efreet said.
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 "Tonight then," Pie replied, and it was thus agreed be?tween them.

 The food, when it came, was simpler than the fare they'dbeen served along the highway but no less tasty
for that:doeki meat marinated in a root wine, accompanied bybread, a selection of pickled goods
—including eggs the sizeof small loaves—and a broth which stung the throat likechili, bringing tears to
Gentle's eyes, much to Efreet's un?disguised amusement. While they ate and drank—the winestrong, but
downed by the boys like water—Gentle askedabout the marionette show he'd seen. Ever eager to
paradehis knowledge, Efreet explained that the puppeteers wereon their way to Patashoqua ahead of the
Autarch's host,who were coming over the mountains in the next few days.The puppeteers were very
famous in Yzordderrex, he said,at which point Larumday hushed him.

 "But, Mams—" he began.

 "I said hush. I won't have talk of that place in this house.Your father went there and never came back.
Rememberthat."

 "I want to go there when I've seen the Merrow Ti' Ti',like Mr. Gentle," Efreet replied defiantly, and
earned asharp slap on the head for his troubles.

 "Enough," Larumday said. "We've had too much talktonight. A little silence would be welcome."

 The conversation dwindled thereafter, and it wasn't

 IMAJICA                                                                                    225

 until the meal was finished and Efreet was preparing totake Pie up the hill to meet Wretched Tasko, that
the boy's mood brightened and his spring of enthusiasms burst forthafresh. Gentle was ready to join them,
but Efreet explainedthat his mother—who was presently out of the room—wanted him to stay.

 "You should accommodate her;" Pie remarked whenthe boy had headed out. "If Tasko doesn't want the
car wemay have to sell your body."

 "I thought you were the expert on that, not me," Gentlereplied.

 "Now, now," Pie said, with a grin. "I thought we'dagreed not to mention my dubious past."

 "So go," Gentle said. "Leave me to her tender mercies.But you'll have to pick the fluff from between my
teeth."

 He found Mother Splendid in the kitchen, kneadingdough for the morrow's bread.

 "You've honored our home, coming here and sharingour table," she said as she worked. "And please,
don'tthink badly of me for asking, but..."—her voice became afrightened whisper—"what do you want?"

 "Nothing," Gentle replied. "You've already been more than generous."

 She looked at him balefully, as though he was beingcruel, teasing her in this fashion.

 "I've dreamt about somebody coming here," she said."White and furless, like you. I wasn't sure whether
it was a man or a woman, but now you're here, sitting at the table, Iknow it was you."
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 First Tick Raw, he thought, now Mother Splendid. Whatwas it about his face that made people think
they knewhim? Did he have a doppelganger wandering around theFourth?

 "Who do you think I am?" he said.

 "I don't know," she replied. "But I knew that when youcame everything would change."

 Her eyes suddenly filled with tears as she spoke, andthey ran down the silky fur on her cheeks. The sight
of herdistress in turn distressed him, not least because he knew
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 he was the cause of it, but he didn't know why. Undoubt?edly she had dreamt of him—the look of
shocked recogni?tion on her face when he'd first stepped over the thresholdwas ample evidence of
that—but what did that fact signify?He and Pie were here by chance. They'd be gone again bymorning,
passing through the millpond of Beatrix leavingnary a ripple. He had no significance in the life of the
Splendid household, except as a subject of conversationwhen he'd gone.

 "I hope your life doesn't change," he said to her. "Itseems very pleasant here."

 "It is," she said, wiping the tears away. "This is a safe place. It's good to raise children here. I know
Efreet willleave soon. He wants to see Patashoqua, and I won't beable to stop him. But Emblem will
stay. He likes the hills,and tending the doeki."

 "And you'll stay too?"

 "Oh, yes. I've done my wandering," she said. "I lived inYzordderrex, near the Oke T'Noon, when I was
young.That's where I met Eloign. We moved away as soon as wewere married. It's a terrible city, Mr.
Gentle."

 "If it's so bad, why did he go back there?"

 "His brother joined the Autarch's army, and whenEloign heard he went back to try and make him desert.
He said it brought shame on the family to have a brother tak?ing a wage from an orphan-maker."

 "A man of principle."

 "Oh, yes," said Larumday, with fondness in her voice."He's a fine man. Quiet, like Emblem, but with
Efreet's cu?riosity. All the books in this house are his. There's nothinghe won't read."

 "How long has he been away?"

 "Too long," she said. "I'm afraid perhaps his brother'skilled him."

 "A brother kill a brother?" Gentle said. "No. I can't be?lieve that."

 "Yzordderrex does strange things to people, Mr. Gen?tle. Even good men lose their way."

 "Only men?" Gentle said.
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 "It's men who make this world," she said. "The God?desses have gone, and men have their way
everywhere."

 There was no accusation in this. She simply stated it asfact, and he had no evidence to contradict it with.
Sheasked him if he'd like her to brew tea, but he declined, say?ing he wanted to go out and take the air,
perhaps find Pie'oh' pah.

 "She's very beautiful," Larumday said. "Is she wise aswell?"

 "Oh, yes," he said. "She's wise."

 "That's not usually the way with beauties, is it?" shesaid. "It's strange that I didn't dream her at the table
too."

 "Maybe you did, and you've forgotten."

 She shook her head. "Oh, no, I've had the dream toomany times, and it's always the same: a white
furless some?one sitting at my table, eating with me and my sons."

 "I wish I could have been a more sparkling guest," hesaid.

 "But you're just the beginning, aren't you?" she said."What comes after?"

 "I don't know," he said. "Maybe your husband, homefrom Yzordderrex."

 She looked doubtful. "Something," she said. "Some?thing that'll change us all."

 3

 Efreet had said the climb would be easy, and measuring itin terms of incline, so it was. But the darkness
made an easyroute difficult, even for one as light-footed as Pie 'oh' pah.Efreet was an accommodating
guide, however, slowing his pace when he realized Pie was lagging behind and warningof places where
the ground was uncertain. After a timethey were high above the village, with the snow-clad peaksof the
Jokalaylau visible above the backs of the hills inwhich Beatrix slept. High and majestic as those mountains
were, the lower slopes of peaks yet more monumental werevisible beyond them, their heads lost in
cumulus. Not far now, the boy said, and this time his promises were good.
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 Within a few yards Pie spotted a building silhouettedagainst the sky, with a light burning on its porch.

 "Hey, Wretched!" Efreet started to call "Someone tosee you! Someone to see you!"

 There was no reply forthcoming, however, and whenthey reached the house itself the only living
occupant wasthe flame in the lamp. The door stood open; there was foodon the table. But of Wretched
Tasko there was no sign.Efreet went out to search around, leaving Pie on the porch.Animals corralled
behind the house stamped and muttered in the darkness; there was a palpable unease.

Page  165



 Efreet came back moments later. "I see him up the hill!He's almost at the top."

 "What's he doing there?" Pie asked.

 "Watching the sky, maybe. We'll go up. He won'tmind."

 They continued to climb, their presence now noticed bythe figure standing on the hill's higher reaches.
"Who isthis?" he called down.

 "It's only Efreet, Mr. Tasko. I'm with a friend."

 "Your voice is too loud, boy," the man returned. "Keepit low, will you?"

 "He wants us to keep quiet," Efreet whispered.

 "I understand."

 There was a wind blowing on these heights, and its chillput the mystif in mind of the fact that neither
Gentle noritself had clothes appropriate to the journey that lay aheadof them. Coaxial clearly climbed
here regularly; he waswearing a shaggy coat and a hat with fur ear warmers. Hewas very clearly not a
local man. It would have taken threeof the villagers to equal his mass or strength, and his skinwas almost
as dark as Pie's.

 "This is my friend Pie 'oh' pah," Efreet whispered tohim when they were at his side.

 "Mystif," Tasko said instantly.

 "Yes."

 "Ah. So you're a stranger?"

 "Yes."

 "From Yzordderrex?"
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 "No."

 "That's to the good, at least. But so many strangers, and all on the same night. What are we to make of
it?"

 "Are there others?" said Efreet.

 "Listen," Tasko said, casting his gaze over the valley tothe darkened slopes beyond. "Don't you hear the
ma?chines?"

 "No. Just the wind."

 Tasko's response was to pick the boy up and physically point him in the direction of the sound.
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 "Now listen!" he said fiercely.

 The wind carried a low rumble that might have been dis?tant thunder, but that it was unbroken. Its
source was cer?tainly not the village below, nor did it seem likely therewere earthworks in the hills. This
was the sound of engines, moving through the night.

 "They're coming towards the valley."

 Efreet made a whoop of pleasure, which was cut shortby Tasko slapping his hand over the boy's mouth.

 "Why so happy, child?" he said. "Have you neverlearned fear? No, I don't suppose you have. Well,
learn itnow." He held Efreet so tightly the boy struggled to befree. "Those machines are from
Yzordderrex. From theAutarch. Do you understand?"

 Growling his displeasure he let go, and Efreet backedaway from him, at least as nervous of Tasko now
as of thedistant machines. The man hawked up a wad of phlegmand spat it in the direction of the sound.

 "Maybe they'll pass us by," he said. "There are othervalleys they could choose. They may not come
throughours." He spat again. "Ach, well, there's no purpose instaying up here. If they come, they come."
He turned toEfreet. "I'm sorry if I was rough, boy," he said. "But I'veheard these machines before.
They're the same that killedmy people. Take it from me, they're nothing to whoopabout. Do you
understand?"

 "Yes," Efreet said, though Pie doubted he did. Theprospect of a visitation from these thundering things
heldno horror for him, only exhilaration.
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 "So tell me what you want, mystif," Tasko said as hestarted back down the hill. "You didn't climb all the
way uphere to watch the stars. Or maybe you did. Are you inlove?"

 Efreet tittered in the darkness behind them.

 "If I were I wouldn't talk about it," Pie replied.

 "So what, then?"

 "I came here with a friend, from ... some considerabledistance, and our vehicle's nearly defunct. We
need totrade it in for animals."

 "Where are you heading?"

 "Up into the mountains."

 "Are you prepared for that journey?"

 "No, But it has to be taken."

 "The faster you're out of the valley the safer we'll be, Ithink. Strangers attract strangers."

Page  167



 "Will you help us?"

 "Here's my offer, mystif," Tasko said. "If you leaveBeatrix now, I'll see they give you supplies and two
doeki. But you must be quick."

 "I understand."

 "If you go now, maybe the machines will pass us by."

 4

 Without anyone to lead him, Gentle had soon lost his way on the dark hill. But rather than turning around
and head?ing back to await Pie in Beatrix, he continued to climb,drawn by the promise of a view from
the heights and a windto clear his head. Both took his breath away: the wind withits chill, the panorama
with its sweep. Ahead, range uponrange receded into mist and distance, the farthest heightsso vast he
doubted the Fifth Dominion could boast theirequal. Behind him, just visible between the softer
sil?houettes of the foothills, were the forests which they'ddriven through.

 Once again, he wished he had a map of the territory, sothat he could begin to grasp the scale of the
journey theywere undertaking. He tried to lay the landscape out on a
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 page in his mind, like a sketch for a painting, with this vistaof mountains, hills, and plain as the subject.
But the fact ofthe scene before him overwhelmed his attempt to makesymbols of it; to reduce it and set it
down. He let the prob?lem go and turned his eyes back towards the Jokalaylau. Before his gaze reached
its destination, it came to rest onthe hill slopes directly across from him. He was suddenlyaware of the
valley's symmetry, hills rising to the sameheight, left and right. He studied the slopes opposite. It wasa
nonsensical quest, seeking a sign of life at such a distance,but the more he squinted at the hill's face the
more certainhe became that it was a dark mirror, and that somebody asyet unseen was studying the
shadows in which he stood,looking for some sign of him as he in his turn searched forthem. The notion
intrigued him at first, but then it began tomake him afraid. The chill in his skin worked its way intohis
innards. He began to shiver inside, afraid to move forfear that this other, whoever or whatever it was,
would seehim and, in the seeing, bring calamity. He remained mo?tionless for a long time, the wind
coming in frigid gusts and bringing with it sounds he hadn't heard until now: the rum?ble of machinery; the
complaint of unfed animals; sobbing.The sounds and the seeker on the mirror hill belonged to?gether, he
knew. This other had not come alone. It had en?gines and beasts. It brought tears.

 As the cold reached his marrow, he heard Pie 'oh' pahcalling his name, way down the hill. He prayed the
windwouldn't veer and carry the call, and thus his whereabouts,in the direction of the watcher. Pie
continued to call forhim, the voice getting nearer as the mystif climbed throughthe darkness. He endured
five terrible minutes of this, hissystem racked by contrary desires: part of him desperatelywanting Pie here
with him, embracing him, telling him thatthe fear upon him was ridiculous; the other part in terrorthat Pie
would find him and thus reveal his whereabouts tothe creature on the other hill.

 At last, the mystif gave up its search and retraced itssteps down into the secure streets of Beatrix. Gentle
didn'tbreak cover, however. He waited another quarter of an

 232                       CLIVE BARKER

Page  168



 hour until his aching eyes discovered a motion on the oppo?site slope. The watcher was giving up his
post, it seemed,moving around the back of the hill. Gentle caught aglimpse of his silhouette as he
disappeared over the brow, just enough to confirm that the other had indeed beenhuman, at least in
shape if not in spirit. He waited another minute, then started down the slope. His extremities werenumb,
his teeth chattering, his torso rigid with cold, but hewent quickly, falling and descending several yards on
hisbuttocks, much to the startlement of dozing doeki. Pie wasbelow, waiting at the door of Mother
Splendid's house. Two saddled and bridled beasts stood in the street, onebeing fed a palmful of fodder
by Efreet.

 "Where did you go?" Pie wanted to know. "I camelooking for you."

 "Later," Gentle said. "I have to get warm."

 "No time," Pie replied. "The deal is we get the doeki,food, and coats if we go immediately."

 "They're very eager to get rid of us suddenly."

 "Yes, we are," said a voice from beneath the trees oppo?site the house. A black man with pale,
mesmeric eyesstepped into view. "You're Zacharias?"

 "I am."

 "I'm Coaxial Tasko, called the Wretched. The doeki areyours. I've given the mystif some supplies to set
you onyour way, but please... tell nobody you've been here."

 "He thinks we're bad luck," Pie said.

 "He could be right," said Gentle. "Am I allowed toshake your hand, Mr. Tasko, or is that bad luck too?"

 "You may shake my hand," the man said,

 "Thank you for the transport. I swear we'll tell nobodywe were here. But I may want to mention you in
my mem?oirs."

 A smile broke over Tasko's stern features.

 "You may do that too," he said, shaking Gentle's hand."But not till I'm dead, huh? I don't like scrutiny."

 "That's fair."

 "Now, please ... the sooner you're gone the sooner wecan pretend we never saw you."
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 Efreet came forward, bearing a coat, which Gentle puton. It reached to his shins and smelled strongly of
the ani?mal who'd been born in it, but it was welcome.

 "Mother says goodbye," the boy told Gentle. "Shewon't come out and see you." He lowered his voice to
anembarrassed whisper. "She's crying a lot."
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 Gentle made a move towards the door, but Taskochecked him. "Please, Mr. Zacharias, no delays," he
said."Go now, with our blessing, or not at all."

 "He means it," Pie said, climbing up onto his doeki, theanimal casting a backward glance at its rider as it
wasmounted. "We have to go."

 "Don't we even discuss the route?"

 "Tasko has given me a compass and directions." Themystif pointed to a narrow trail that led up out of
the vil?lage. "That's the way we take."

 Reluctantly, Gentle put his foot in the doeki's leatherstirrup and hoisted himself into the saddle. Only
Efreetmanaged a goodbye, daring Tasko's wrath to press his handinto Gentle's.

 "I'll see you in Patashoqua one day," he said.

 "I hope so," Gentle replied.

 That being the full sum of their farewells, Gentle wasleft with the sense of an exchange broken in
midsentence,and now permanently unfinished. But they were at least going on from the village better
equipped for the terrainahead than they'd been when they entered.

 "What was all that about?" Gentle asked Pie, when theywere on the ridge above Beatrix, and the trail
was about to turn and take its tranquil lamp-lit streets from sight.

 "A battalion of the Autarch's army is passing through the hills, on its way to Patashoqua. Tasko was
afraid the presence of strangers in the village would give the soldiers an excuse for marauding."

 "So that's what I heard on the hill."

 "That's what you heard."

 "And I saw somebody on the other hill. I swear he waslooking for me. No, that's not right. Not me, but
somebody.
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 That's why I didn't answer when you came looking forme."

 "Any idea who it was?"

 Gentle shook his head. "I just felt his stare. Then I got a glimpse of somebody on the ridge. Who
knows? It soundsabsurd now I say it."

 "There was nothing absurd about the noises I heard.The best thing we can do is get out of this region as
fast aspossible."

 "Agreed."

 "Tasko said there was a place to the northeast of here,where the border of the Third reaches into this
Dominion agood distance—maybe a thousand miles. We could shortenour journey if we made for it."
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 "That sounds good."

 "But it means taking the High Pass."

 "That sounds bad."

 "It'll be faster."

 "It'll be fatal," Gentle said. "I want to see Yzordderrex. I don't want to die frozen stiff in the Jokalaylau."

 "Then we go the long way?"

 "That's my vote."

 "It'll add two or three weeks to the journey."

 "And years to our lives," Gentle replied.

 "As if we haven't lived long enough," Pie remarked.

 "I've always held to the belief," Gentle said, "that youcan never live too long or love too many women."

 5

 The doeki were obedient and surefooted mounts, negotiat?ing the track whether it was churned mud or
dust and peb?bles, seemingly indifferent to the ravines that gaped inches from their hooves at one
moment and the white waters thatwound beside them the next. All this in the dark, for al?though the
hours passed, and it seemed dawn should havecrept up over the hills, the peacock sky hid its glory in a
starless gloom.
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 "Is it possible the nights are longer up here than theywere down on the highway?" Gentle wondered.

 "It seems so," Pie said. "My bowels tell me the sunshould have been up hours ago."

 "Do you always calculate the passage of time by yourbowels?"

 "They're more reliable than your beard," Pie replied.

 "Which direction is the light going to come from when it comes?" Gentle asked, turning in his saddle to
scan the ho?rizon. As he craned around to look back the way they'dcome, a murmur of distress escaped
his lips.

 "What is it?" the mystif said, bringing its beast to a haltand following Gentle's gaze.

 It didn't need telling. A column of black smoke was ris?ing from the cradle of the hills, its lower plumes
tinged withfire. Gentle was already slipping from his saddle, and nowhe scrambled up the rock face at
their side to get a bettersense of the fire's location. He lingered only seconds at thetop before scrambling
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down, sweating and panting.

 "We have to turn back," he said.

 "Why?"

 "Beatrix is burning."

 "How can you tell from this distance?" Pie said.

 "I know, damn it! Beatrix is burning! We have to goback." He climbed onto his doeki and started to haul
itaround on the narrow path.

 "Wait," said Pie. "Wait, for God's sake!"

 "We have to help them," Gentle said, against the rockface. "They were good to us."

 "Only because they wanted us out!" Pie replied.

 "Well, now the worst's happened, and we have to dowhat we can."

 "You used to be more rational than this."

 "What do you mean, used to be? You don't know any?thing about me, so don't start making judgments.
If youwon't come with me, fuck you!"

 The doeki was fully turned now, and Gentle dug hisheels into its flanks to make it pick up speed. There
hadonly been three or four places along the route where the
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 road had divided. He was certain he could retrace theirsteps back to Beatrix without much problem.
And if he wasright, and it was the town that was burning up ahead, hewould have the column of smoke
as a grim marker.

 The mystif followed, after a time, as Gentle knew itmust. It was happy to be called a friend, but
somewhere inits soul it was a slave.

 They didn't speak as they traveled, which was not sur?prising given their last exchange. Only once, as
theymounted a ridge that laid the vista of foothills before them,with the valley in which Beatrix nestled still
out of sight butunequivocally the source of the smoke, did Pie 'oh' pahmurmur, "Why is it always fire?"
and Gentle realized howinsensitive he'd been to his companion's reluctance to re?turn. The devastation
that undoubtedly lay before themwas an echo of the fire in which its adopted family had per?ished—a
matter that had gone undiscussed between themsince.

 "Shall I go from here without you?" he asked.

 The mystif shook its head. "Together, or not at all," itsaid.

 The route became easier to negotiate from there on.The inclines were mellower and the track itself better
kept,but there was also light in the sky, as the long-delayed dawnfinally came. By the time they finally laid
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their eyes on theremains of Beatrix, the peacock-tail glory Gentle had firstadmired in the heavens over
Patashoqua was overhead, itsglamour making grimmer still the scene laid below. Beatrix was still burning
fitfully, but the fire had consumed most ofthe houses and their birch-bamboo arbors. He brought hisdoeki
to a halt and scoured the place from this vantagepoint. There was no sign of Beatrix's destroyers.

 "On foot from here?" Gentle said.

 "I think so,"

 They tethered the beasts and descended into the village.The sound of lamentation reached them before
they werewithin its perimeters, the sobbing, emerging as it did fromthe murk of the smoke, reminding
Gentle of the soundshe'd heard while keeping his vigil on the hill. The destruc-
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 tion around them now was somehow a consequence of that sightless encounter, he knew. Though he'd
avoided the eyeof the watcher in the darkness, his presence had been sus?pected, and that had been
enough to bring this calamityupon Beatrix.

 "I'm responsible," he said, "God help me...I'm re?sponsible."

 He turned to the mystif, who was standing in the middleof the street, its features drained of blood and
expression.

 "Stay here," Gentle said. "I'm going to find the family."

 Pie didn't register any response, but Gentle assumedwhat he'd said had been understood and headed off
in thedirection of the Splendids' house. It wasn't simply fire that had undone Beatrix. Some of the houses
had been toppledunburned, the copses around them uprooted. There was nosign of fatalities, however,
and Gentle began to hope thatCoaxial Tasko had persuaded the villagers to take to thehills before
Beatrix's violators had appeared out of thenight. That hope was dashed when he came to the placewhere
the Splendids' home had stood. It was rubble, likethe others, and the smoke from its burning timbers had
concealed from him until now the horror heaped in front ofit. Here were the good people of Beatrix,
shoveled to?gether in a bleeding pile higher than his head. There were afew sobbing survivors at the
heap, looking for their loved ones in the confusion of broken bodies, some clutching atlimbs they thought
they recognized, others simply kneelingin the bloody dirt, keening.

 Gentle walked around the pile, searching among themourners for a face he knew. One fellow he'd seen
laugh?ing at the show was cradling in his arms a wife or sisterwhose body was as lifeless as the puppets
he'd taken suchpleasure in. Another, a woman, was burrowing in amongthe bodies, yelling somebody's
name. He went to help her,but she screamed at him to stay away. As he retreated hecaught sight of
Efreet. The boy was in the heap, his eyesopen, his mouth—which had been the vehicle for suchunalloyed
enthusiasms—beaten in by a rifle butt or a boot. At that moment Gentle wanted nothing—not life
itself—as
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 much as he wanted the bastard who'd done this, standing inhis sights. He felt the killing breath hot in his
throat, itchingto be merciless.
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 He turned from the heap, looking for some target, even if it wasn't the murderer himself. Someone with a
gun or auniform, a man he could call the enemy. He couldn't re?member ever feeling this way before, but
then he'd neverpossessed the power he had now—or rather, if Pie was to be believed, he'd had it
without recognizing the fact—andagonizing as these horrors were, it was salve to his distress,knowing
there was such a capacity for cleansing in him:that his lungs, throat, and palm could take the guilty out of
life with such ease. He headed away from the cairn of flesh,ready to be an executioner at the first
invitation.

 The street twisted, and he followed its convolutions,turning a corner to find the way ahead blocked by
one ofthe invaders' war machines. He stopped in his tracks, ex?pecting it to turn its steel eyes upon him.
It was a perfectdeath-bringer, armored as a crab, its wheels bristling withbloodied scythes, its turret with
armaments. But death hadfound the bringer. Smoke rose from the turret, and thedriver lay where the fire
had found him, in the act of scrab?bling from the machine's stomach. A small victory, but onethat at least
proved the machines had frailties. Come an?other day, that knowledge might be the difference between
hope and despair. He was turning his back on the machinewhen he heard his name called, and Tasko
appeared frombehind the smoking carcass. Wretched he was, his facebloodied, his clothes filthy with
dust.

 "Bad timing, Zacharias," he said. "You left too late andnow you come back, too late again."

 "Why did they do this?"

 "The Autarch doesn't need reasons."

 "He was here?" Gentle said. The thought that theButcher of Yzordderrex had stood in Beatrix made his
heart beat faster.

 But Tasko said, "Who knows? Nobody's ever seen hisface. Maybe he was here yesterday,counting the
children,and nobody even noticed him."
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 "Do you know where Mother Splendid is?"

 "In the heap somewhere."

 "Jesus..."

 "She wouldn't have made a very good witness. She wastoo crazy with grief. They left alive the ones
who'd tell the story best. Atrocities need witnesses, Zacharias. People to spread the word."

 "They did this as a warning?" Gentle said.

 Tasko shook his huge head. "I don't know how theirminds work," he said.

 "Maybe we have to learn, so we can stop them."

 "I'd prefer to die," the man replied, "than understandfilth like that. If you've got the appetite, then go to
Yzord?derrex. You'll get your education there."
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 "I want to help here," Gentle said. "There must besomething I can do."

 "You can leave us to mourn."

 If there was any profounder dismissal, Gentle didn'tknow it. He searched for some word of comfort or
apology, but in the face of such devastation only silence seemed ap?propriate. He bowed his head, and
left Tasko to the burdenof being a witness, returning up the street past the heap ofcorpses to where Pie
'oh' pah was standing. The mystifhadn't moved an inch, and even when Gentle came abreastof it, and
quietly told it they should go, it was a long timebefore it looked round at him.

 "We shouldn't have come back," it said.

 "Every day we waste, this is going to happen again...."

 "You think you can stop it?" Pie said, with a trace ofsarcasm.

 "We won't go the long way around, we'll go through the mountains. Save ourselves three weeks."

 "You do, don't you?" Pie said. "You think you can stopthis."

 "We won't die," Gentle said, putting his arms aroundPie 'oh' pah. "I won't let us. I came here to
understand, andI will."

 "How much more of this can you take?"

 240                               CLIVE BARKER

 "As much as I have to." "I may remind you of that,"

 "I'll remember," Gentle said. "After this, I'll remembereverything."

 21

 I

 The Retreat at the Godolphin estate had been built in anage of follies, when the oldest sons of the rich
and mighty,having no wars to distract them, amused themselves spend?ing the gains of generations on
buildings whose only func?tion was to flatter their egos. Most of these lunacies,designed without care for
basic architectural principles,were dust before their designers. A few, however, becamenoteworthy even
in neglect, either because somebody as?sociated with them had lived or died in notoriety or be?cause
they were the scene of some drama.

 The Retreat fell into both categories. Its architect, Geof?frey Light, had died within six months of its
completion,choked by a bull's pizzle in the wilds of West Riding, agrotesquerie which attracted some
attention—as did theretirement from the public eye of Light's patron, LordJoshua Godolphin, whose
decline into insanity was the talkof court and coffeehouse for many years. Even at his zenithhe'd attracted
gossip, mainly because he kept the companyof magicians. Cagliostro, the Comte de St. Germain, and
even Casanova (reputedly no mean thaumaturgist) hadspent time on the estate, as well as a host of
lesser-knownpractitioners.

 His Lordship had made no secret of his occult investiga?tions, though the work he was truly undertaking
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was neverknown to the gossips. They assumed he kept company withthese mountebanks for their
entertainment value. What?ever his reasons, the fact that he retired from sight so sud?denly drew further
attention to his last indulgence, the folly
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 Light had built for him. A diary purporting to have be?longed to the choked architect appeared a year
after his de?mise, containing an account of the Retreat's construction.Whether it was the genuine article
or not, it made bizarrereading. The foundations had been laid, it said, under starscalculated to be
particularly propitious; the masons—sought and hired in a dozen cities—had been sworn to si? lence with
an oath of Arabic ferocity. The stones them?selves had been individually baptized in a mixture of milkand
frankincense, and a lamb had been allowed to wan?der through the half-completed building three times,
thealtar and font placed where it had laid its innocent head.

 Of course these details were soon corrupted by repeti?tion, and Satanic purpose ascribed to the
building. It be?came babies' blood that was used to anoint the stone, and amad dog's grave that marked
the spot where the altar wasbuilt. Sealed up behind the high walls of his sanctum, it wasdoubtful that Lord
Godolpnin even knew that such rumorswere circulating until, two Septembers after his with?drawal, the
inhabitants of Yoke, the village closest to theestate, needing a scapegoat to blame the poor harvest upon
and inflamed by a passage from Ezekiel delivered from thepulpit of the parish church, used the Sunday
afternoon tomount a crusade against the Devil's work and climbed the gates of the estate to raze the
Retreat. They found none ofthe promised blasphemies: no inverted cross, no altarstained with virginal
blood. But having trespassed they did what damage they could inflict out of sheer frustration, fi? nally
setting a bonfire of baled hay in the middle of thegreat mosaic. All the flames did was lick the place black,
and the Retreat earned its nickname from that afternoon:the Black Chapel; or, Godolphin's Sin.

 2

 If Jude had known anything about the history of Yoke, shemight well have looked for signs of its echoes
in the villageas she drove through. She would have had to look hard, butthe signs were there to be found.
There was scarcely a
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 house within its bounds that didn't have a cross carved intothe keystone above the door or a horseshoe
cemented intothe doorstep. If she'd had time to linger in the churchyardshe would have found, inscribed
on the stones there, en?treaties to the good Lord that He keep the Devil from theliving even as he
gathered the dead to His Bosom, and onthe board beside the gate a notice announcing that nextSunday's
sermon would be "The Lamb in Our Lives," asthough to banish any lingering thought of the infernal goat.

 She saw none of these signs, however. It was the roadand the man at her side—with occasional words
of comfortdirected towards the dog on the back seat—that consumedher attention. Getting Estabrook to
bring her here had been a spur-of-the-moment inspiration, but there wassound logic behind it. She would
be his freedom for a day,taking him out of the clinic's stale heat into the bracing Jan?uary air. It was her
hope that out in the open he might talkmore freely about his family, and more particularly aboutbrother
Oscar, What better place to innocently inquireabout the Godolphins and their history than in the grounds
of the house Charlie's forefathers had built?

 The estate lay half a mile beyond the village, along a pri?vate road that led to a gateway besieged, even
in this sterileseason, by a green army of bushes and creepers. The gatesthemselves had long ago been
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removed and a less elegantdefense against trespasses raised: boards and corrugatediron covered with
barbed wire. The storms of early Decem?ber had brought down much of this barricade, however,and
once the car was parked, and they both approached thegateway—Skin bounding ahead, yapping
joyously—it be?came apparent that as long as they were willing to bravebrambles and nettles, access
could be readily gained.

 "It's a sad sight," she remarked. "It must have beenmagnificent."

 "Not in my time," Estabrook said.

 "Shall I beat the way through?" she suggested, pickingup a fallen branch and stripping off the twigs to do
so.

 "No, let me," he replied, relieving her of the switch andclearing a path for them by flaying the nettles
mercilessly.
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 Jude followed in his green wake, a kind of exhilarationseizing her as she drew closer to stepping
between the gate? posts, a feeling she ascribed to the sight of Estabrook soheartily engaged in this
adventure. He was a very different man to the husk she'd seen slumped in a chair two weeksbefore. As
she clambered through the debris of fallen tim? bers he offered her his hand, and like lovers in search of
some trysting place they slipped through the broken bar?rier into the estate beyond.

 She was expecting an open vista: a driveway leading thereye to the house itself. Indeed, once she might
have en?joyed just such a view. But two hundred years of ancestralinsanities, mismanagement, and
neglect had given symme?try over to chaos, parkland to pampas. What had once been artfully placed
copses, built for shady dalliance, had spreadand become choked woods. Lawns once leveled to perfec?
tion were wildernesses now. Several other members of En?gland's landed gentry, finding themselves
unable to sustain the family manse, had turned their estates into safari parks, importing the fauna of lost
empire to wander where deer had grazed in better-heeled times. To Jude's eye the effectof such efforts
was always bathetic. The parks were always too tended, the oaks and sycamores an inappropriate
back?drop for lion or baboon. But here, she thought, it was possi? ble to imagine wild beasts roaming. It
was like a foreignlandscape, dropped in the middle of England.

 It was a long walk to the house, but Estabrook was al?ready leading the way, with Skin as scout. What
visions were in Charlie's mind's eye, Jude wondered, that drovehim on with such gusto? The past,
perhaps: childhood visits here? Or further back still, to the days of High Yoke's glory, when the route
they were taking had been raked gravel, and the house ahead a gathering place for thewealthy and the
influential?

 "Did you come here a lot when you were little?" sheasked him as they plowed through the grass.

 He looked around at her with a moment's bewilder?ment, as though he'd forgotten she was with him,

 "Not often," he said. "1 liked it, though. It was like a
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 playground. Later on, I thought about selling it, but Oscarwould never let me. He had his reasons, of
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course..."

 "What were they?" she asked him lightly.

 "Frankly, I'm glad we left it to run to seed. It's prettierthis way."

 He marched on, wielding his branch like a machete. Asthey drew closer to the house, Jude could see
what a pitifulstate it was in. The windows were gone, the roof was re?duced to a timber lattice, the doors
teetered on their hingeslike drunks. All sad enough in any house, but near tragic in a structure that had
once been so magnificent. The sunlightwas getting stronger as the clouds cleared, and by the timethey
stepped through the porch it was pouring through thelattice overhead, its geometry a perfect foil for the
scenebelow. The staircase, albeit rubble-strewn, still rose in asweep to a half landing, which had once
been dominated bya window fit for a cathedral. It was smashed now, by a treetoppled many winters
before, the withered extremities ofwhich lay on the spot where the lord and lady would havepaused
before descending to greet their guests. The panel?ing of the hallway and the corridors that led off it was
stillintact, and the boards solid beneath their feet. Despite thedecay of the roof, the structure didn't look
unsound. It hadbeen built to serve Godolphins in perpetuity, the fertility of land and loin preserving the
name until the sun went out. Itwas flesh that had failed it, not the other way about.

 Estabrook and Skin wandered off in the direction of thedining room, which was the size of a restaurant.
Jude fol?lowed a little way, but found herself drawn back to thestaircase. All she knew about the period
in which the househad flourished she'd culled from films and television, buther imagination rose to the
challenge with astonishingardor, painting mind pictures so intense they all but dis?placed the dispiriting
truth. When she climbed the stairs,indulging, somewhat guiltily, her dreams of aristocracy, shecould see
the hallway below lit with the glow of candles,could hear laughter on the landing above and—as she de?
scended—the sigh of silk as her skirts brushed the carpet.
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 Somebody called to her from a doorway, and she turned expecting to see Estabrook, but the caller was
imagined,and the name too. Nobody had ever called her Peachplum.

 The moment unsettled her slightly, and she went afterEstabrook, as much to reacquaint herself with solid
realityas for his company. He was in what had surely been a ball?room, one wall of which was a line of
ceiling-high windows,offering a view across terraces and formal gardens to aruined gazebo. She went to
his side and put her armthrough his. Their breaths became a common cloud, gildedby the sun through the
shattered glass.

 "It must have been so beautiful," she said.

 "I'm sure it was." He sniffed hard. "But it's gone for?ever."

 "It could be restored."

 "For a fortune."

 "You've got a fortune."

 "Not that big."
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 "What about Oscar?"

 "No. This is mine. He can come and go, but it's mine.That was part of the deal."

 "What deal?" she said. He didn't reply. She pressedhim, with words and proximity. "Tell me," she said.
"Shareit with me."

 He took a deep breath. "I'm older than Oscar, andthere's a family tradition—it goes back to the time
whenthis house was intact—which says the oldest son, or daugh?ter if there are no sons, becomes a
member of a societycalled the Tabula Rasa."

 "I've never heard of it."

 "That's the way they'd like it to stay, I'm sure. Ishouldn't be telling you any of this, but what the hell? I
don't care any more. It's all ancient history. So...I wassupposed to join the Tabula Rasa, but I was
passed over by Papa in favor of Oscar."

 "Why?"

 Charlie made a little smile. "Believe it or not, theythought I was unstable. Me? Can you imagine? They
were
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 afraid I'd be indiscreet." The smile became a laugh. "Well,fuck them all. I'll be indiscreet."

 "What does the Society do?"

 "It was founded to prevent... let me remember the words exactly... to prevent the tainting of England's
soil.Joshua loved England."

 "Joshua?"

 "The Godolphin who built this house."

 "What did he think this taint was?"

 "Who knows? Catholics? The French? He was crazy,and so were most of his friends. Secret societies
were invogue back then—"

 "And it's still in operation?"

 "I suppose so. I don't talk to Oscar very often, and whenI do it's not about the Tabula Rasa. He's a
strange man. Infact, he's a lot crazier than me. He just hides it better."

 "You used to hide it very well, Charlie," she remindedhim.

 "More fool me. I should have let it out. I might havekept you," He put his hand up to her face. "1 was
stupid,Judith. I can't believe my luck that you've forgiven me,"

 She felt a pang of guilt, hearing him so moved by hermanipulations. But they'd at least borne fruit. She
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had twonew pieces for the puzzle: the Tabula Rasa and its raisond'etre.

 "Do you believe in magic?" she asked him.

 "Do you want the old Charlie or the new one?"

 "The new. The crazy."

 "Then yes, I think I do. When Oscar used to bring his little presents round, he'd say to me, 'Have a piece
of themiracle.' I used to throw most of them out, except for thebits and pieces you found. I didn't want to
know where he got them."

 "You never asked him?" she said.

 "I did, finally. One night when you were away and I was drunk, he came round with that book you found
in the safe,and I asked him outright where he got this smut from. Iwasn't ready to believe what he told
me. You know whatmade me ready?"
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 "No. What?"

 "The body on the heath. I told you about it, didn't I? Iwatched them digging around in the muck and the
rain fortwo days and I kept thinking, What a fucking life this is! No way out except feet first. I was ready
to slit my wrists, and Iprobably would have done it except that you appeared, andI remembered the way
I felt about you when I first saw you.I remembered feeling as though something miraculous was
happening, as though I was reclaiming something I'd lost.And I thought, If I believe in one miracle I may
as well be? lieve in them all. Even Oscar's. Even his talk about theImajica, and the Dominions in the
Imajica, and the people there, and the cities. I just thought, Why not... embrace itall before I lose the
chance? Before I'm a body lying out inthe rain."

 "You won't die in the rain."

 "I don't care where I die, Jude, I care where 1 live, and I want to live in some kind of hope. I want to
live withyou."

 "Charlie," she chided softly, "we shouldn't talk aboutthat now."

 "Why not? What better time? I know you brought me here because you've got questions of your own
you wantanswering, and I don't blame you. If I'd seen that damn as?sassin come after me, I'd be asking
questions too. But think about it, Judy, that's all I'm asking. Think about whetherthe new Charlie's worth
a little bit of your time. Will you dothat?"

 "I'll do that."

 "Thank you," he said, and taking the hand she'd tuckedthrough his arm, he kissed her fingers.

 "You've heard most of Oscar's secrets now," he said."You may as well know them all. See the little
wood wayover towards the wall? That's his little railway station,where he takes the train to wherever he
goes."
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 "I'd like to see it."

 "Shall we stroll over there, ma'am?" he said. "Wheredid the dog go?" He whistled, and Skin came
pounding in,raising golden dust. "Perfect, Let's take the air."
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 3

 The afternoon was so bright it was easy to imagine whatbliss this place would be, even in its present
decay, comespring or high summer, with dandelion seeds and birdsongin the air and the evenings long
and balmy. Though she waseager to see the place Estabrook had described as Oscar'srailway station,
she didn't force the pace. They strolled, justas Charlie had suggested, taking time to cast an apprecia?tive
glance back towards the house. It looked even granderfrom this aspect, with the terraces rising to the
row of ball?room windows. Though the wood ahead was not large, theundergrowth and the sheer
density of trees kept their desti?nation from sight until they were under the canopy and treading the damp
rot of last September's fall. Only thendid she realize what building this was. She'd seen it count?less times
before, drawn in elevation and hanging in frontof the safe.

 "The Retreat," she said.

 "You recognize it?"

 "Of course."

 Birds sang in the branches overhead, misled by thewarmth and tuning up for courtship. When she looked
up it seemed to her the branches formed a fretted vault abovethe Retreat, as if echoing its dome.
Between the two, vault and song, the place felt almost sacred.

 "Oscar calls it the Black Chapel," Charlie said. "Don'task me why."

 It had no windows and, from this side, no door. Theyhad to walk around it a few yards before the
entrance came in sight. Skin was panting at the step, but when Charlieopened the door the dog declined
to enter.

 "Coward," Charlie said, preceding Jude over the thresh?old. "It's quite safe."

 The sense of the numinous she'd felt outside wasstronger still inside, but despite all that she'd
experiencedsince Pie 'oh' pah had come for her life, she was still ill pre-
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 pared for mystery. Her modernity burdened her. She "wished there was some forgotten self she could
dredgefrom her crippled history, better equipped for this. Charlie had his bloodline even if he'd denied his
name. The thrushes in the trees outside resembled absolutely the thrushes who'd sung here since these
boughs had beenstrong enough to bear them. But she w.as adrift, resemblingnobody; not even the
woman she'd been six weeks ago.

 "Don't be nervous," Charlie said, beckoning her in.
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 He spoke too loudly for the place; his voice carried around the vast bare circle and came back to meet
himmagnified. He seemed not to notice. Perhaps it was simplyfamiliarity that bred this indifference, but
she thought not.For all his talk of embracing the miraculous, Charlie was still a pragmatist, fixed in the
particular. Whatever forces moved here, and she felt them strongly, he was dead totheir presence.

 Approaching the Retreat she'd thought the place win-dowless, but she'd been wrong. At the intersection
of walland dome ran a ring of windows, like a halo fitted to thechapel's skull. Small though they were,
they let in sufficientlight to strike the floor and rise up into the middle of thespace, where the luminescence
converged above the mo?saic. If this was indeed a place of departure, that rarefiedspot was the platform.

 "It's nothing special, is it?" Charlie observed.

 She was about to disagree, searching for a way to ex?press what she was feeling, when Skin began
barking out?side. This wasn't the excited yapping with which he'd announced each new pissing place
along the way, but asound of alarm. She started towards the door, but the hold the chapel had on her
slowed her response, and Charliewas out before she'd reached the step, calling to the dog tobe quiet. He
stopped barking suddenly.

 "Charlie?" she said.

 There was no reply. With the dog quieted she heard agreater quiet. The birds had stopped singing.

 Again she said, "Charlie?" and as she did so somebodystepped into the doorway. It was not Charlie; this
man,
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 bearded and heavy, was a stranger. But her system re?sponded to the sight of him with a shock of
recognition, asthough he was some long lost comrade. She might havethought herself crazy, except that
what she felt was echoedon his face. He looked at her with narrowed eyes, turninghis head a little to the
side.

 "You're Judith?"

 "Yes. Who are you?"

 "Oscar Godolphin."

 She let her shallow breaths go, in favor of a deeper draft.

 "Oh . . . thank God,'1she said. "You startled me. I thought... I don't know what I thought. Did the dog
try and attack you?"

 "Forget the dog," he said, stepping into the chapel."Have we met before?"

 "I don't believe so," she said. "Where's Charlie? Is heall right?"

 Godolphin continued to approach her, his step steady."This confuses things," he said.

 "What does?"
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 "Me . . . knowing you. You being whoever you are. Itconfuses things."

 "I don't see why," she said. "I'd wanted to meet you,and I asked Charlie several times if he'd introduce
us, buthe always seemed reluctant. . . ." She kept chattering, asmuch to defend herself from his appraisal
as for communi?cation's sake. She felt if she fell silent she'd forget herselfutterly, become his object. "I'm
very pleased we finally getto talk."

 He was close enough to touch her now. She put out herhand to shake his.

 "It really is a pleasure," she said.

 Outside, the dog began barking again, and this time itsdin was followed by a shout.

 "Oh, God, he's bitten somebody," Jude said, andstarted towards the door.

 Oscar took hold of her arm, and the contact, light butproprietorial, checked her. She looked back
towards him,and all the laughable cliches of romantic fiction were sud-
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 denly real and deadly serious. Her heart was beating in herthroat; her cheeks were beacons; the ground
seemed uncer?tain beneath her feet. There was no pleasure in this, only a sickening powerlessness she
could do nothing to defend herself against. Her only comfort—and it was small—was the fact that her
partner in this dance of desire seemed al?most as distressed by their mutual fixation as she.

 The dog's din was abruptly cut short, and she heardCharlie yell her name. Oscar's glance went to the
door, andhers went with it, to see Estabrook, armed with a cudgel of wood, gasping at the threshold.
Behind him, an abomina?tion: a half-burned creature, its face caved in (Charlie'sdoing, she saw; there
were scraps of its blackened flesh onthe cudgel) reaching blindly for him.

 She cried out at the sight, and he stepped aside as itlurched forward. It lost its balance on the step and
fell. Onehand, fingers burned to the bone, reached for the door-jamb, but Charlie brought his weapon
down on itswounded head. Skull shards flew; silvery blood precededits head to the step, as its hand
missed its purchase and itcollapsed on the threshold.

 She heard Oscar quietly moan.

 "You fuckhead!" Charlie said.

 He was panting and sweaty, but there was a gleam ofpurpose in his eye she'd never seen the like of.

 "Let her go," he said.

 She felt Oscar's grip go from her arm and mourned itsdeparture. What she'd felt for Charlie had been
only aprophecy of what she felt now; as if she'd loved him in re?membrance of a man she'd never met.
And now that shehad, now that she'd heard the true voice and not its echo, Estabrook seemed like a
poor substitute, for all his tardyheroism.

 Where these feelings came from she didn't know, butthey had the force of instinct, and she would not be
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gain?said. She stared at Oscar. He was overweight, overdressed,and doubtless overbearing: not the kind
of individual she'dhave sought out, given the choice. But for some reason shedidn't yet comprehend,
she'd had that choice denied. Some
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 urge profounder than conscious desire had claimed herwill. The fears she had for Charlie's safety, and
indeed forher own, were suddenly remote: almost abstractions.

 "Take no notice of him," Charlie said. "He's not going to hurt you."

 She glanced his way. He looked like a husk beside hisbrother, beset by tics and tremors. How had she
ever lovedhim?

 "Come here," he said, beckoning to her.

 She didn't move, until Oscar said, "Go on."

 More out of obedience to his instruction than any wishto go, she started to walk towards Charlie.

 As she did so another shadow fell across the threshold.A severely dressed young man with dyed blond
hair ap?peared at the door, the lines of his face perfect to the pointof banality.

 "Stay away, Dowd," Oscar said. "This is just Charlieand me."

 Dowd looked down at the body on the step, then back atOscar, offering two words of warning: "He's
dangerous."

 "I know what he is," Oscar said. "Judith, why don't youstep outside with Dowd?"

 "Don't go near that little fucker," Charlie told her. "Hekilled Skin. And there's another of those things out
there."

 "They're called voiders, Charles," Oscar said. "Andthey're not going to harm a hair on her beautiful head.
Ju?dith. Look at me." She looked around at him. "You're notin danger. You understand? Nobody's going
to hurt you."

 She understood and believed him. Without looking backat Charlie, she went to the door. The dog killer
moved aside, offering her a hand to help her over the voider'scorpse, but she ignored it and went out into
the sun with ashameful lightness in her heart and step. Dowd followedher as she walked from the chapel.
She felt his stare.

 "Judith ..." he said, as if astonished.

 "That's me," she replied, knowing that to lay claim tothat identity was somehow momentous.

 Squatting in the humus a little way from them she sawthe other voider. It was idly perusing the body of
Skin, run-
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 ning its fingers over the dog's flank. She looked away, un?willing to have the strange joy she felt soured
by morbidity.

 She and Dowd had reached the edge of the wood, whereshe had an unhindered view of the sky. The
sun was sink?ing, gaining color as it fell and lending a new glamour to thevista of park, terraces, and
house.

 "I feel as though I've been here before," she said.

 The thought was strangely soothing. Like the feelingsshe had towards Oscar, it rose from some place in
her shedidn't remember owning, and identifying its source was notfor now as important as accepting its
presence. That she did, gladly. She'd spent so much of her recent life in thegrip of events that lay outside
her power to control, it was apleasure to touch a source of feeling that was so deep, soinstinctive, she
didn't need to analyze its intentions. It waspart of her, and therefore good. Tomorrow, maybe, or theday
after, she'd question its significance more closely.

 "Do you remember anything specific about this place?"Dowd asked her.

 She mused on this for a time, then said, "No. It's just afeeling of...belonging."

 "Then maybe it's better not to remember," came thereply. "You know memory. It can be very
treacherous."

 She didn't like this man, but there was merit in his obser?vation. She could barely remember ten years of
her ownspan; thinking back beyond that would be near impossible.If the recollections came, in the
fullness of time, she'd wel?come them. But for now she had a brimming cup of feel?ings, and perhaps
they were all the more attractive for theirmystery.

 There were raised voices from the chapel, though theecho within and the distance without made
comprehensionimpossible.

 "A little sibling rivalry," Dowd remarked. "How does itfeel being a woman contested over?"

 "There's no contest," she replied.

 "They don't seem to think so," he said.

 The voices were shouts now, rising to a pitch, then sud?denly subdued. One of them went on talking
—Oscar, she
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 thought—interrupted by exhortations from the other. Were they bargaining over her, throwing their bids
back and forth? She started to think she should intervene. Goback to the chapel and make her allegiance,
irrational as it was, quite plain. Better to tell the truth now than let Charlie bargain away his goods and
chattels only to dis?cover the prize wasn't his to have. She turned and began to walk towards the chapel.

 "What are you doing?" said Dowd.

 "I have to talk to them."
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 "Mr. Godolphin told you—"

 "I heard him. I have to talk to them."

 Off to her right she saw the voider rise from its haun?ches, its eyes not on her but on the open door. It
sniffed theair, then let out a whistle as plaintive as a whine and startedtoward the building with a loping,
almost bestial, gait. Itreached the door before Jude, stepping on its dead brother in its haste to be inside.
As she came within a couple ofyards of the door she caught the scent that had set it whin?ing. A breeze
—too warm for the season and carrying per?fumes too strange for this world—came to meet her out of
the chapel, and to her horror she realized that history was repeating itself. The train between the
Dominions wasbeing boarded inside, and the wind she smelled was blow?ing along the track from its
destination.

 "Oscar!"she yelled, stumbling over the body as shethrew herself inside.

 The travelers were already dispatched. She saw thempassing from view like Gentle and Pie 'oh1pah,
except that the voider, desperate to go with them, was pitching itselfinto the flux of passage. She might
have done the same, butthat its error was evident. Caught in the flux, but too late to be taken where the
travelers had gone, its whistle became a screech as it was unknitted. Its arms and head, thrust into the
knot of power which marked the place of departure, began to turn inside out. Its lower half, untouched
by the power, convulsed, its legs scrambling for purchase on the mosaic as it tried to retrieve itself. Too
late. She saw its
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 head and torso unveiled, saw the skin of its arms strippedand sucked away.

 The power that trapped it quickly died. But it was not solucky. With its arms still clutching at the world it
had per?haps glimpsed as its eyes went from its head, it dropped tothe ground, the blue-black stew of its
innards spilling acrossthe mosaic. Even then, gutted and blind, its body refused tocease. It thrashed in its
coils like the victims of a grand mal.

 Dowd stepped past her, approached the passing place cautiously for fear the flux had left an echo, but,
finding none, drew a gun from inside his jacket and, eyeing some vulnerable place in the mess at his feet,
fired twice. The voider's throes slowed, then stopped. Sighing heavily, Dowd stepped away from the
body and returned to whereJude stood.

 "You shouldn't be here," he said. "None of this is foryour eyes."

 "Why not? I know where they've gone."

 "Oh, do you?" he said, raising a quizzical eyebrow."And where's that?"

 "To the Imajica," she said, affecting complete familiar?ity with the notion, though it still astonished her.

 He made a tiny smile, though she wasn't sure whether itwas one of acceptance or subtle mockery. He
watched herstudy him, almost basking in her scrutiny, taking it, per?haps, for simple admiration.

 "And how do you know about the Imajica?" he in?quired.
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 "Doesn't everybody?"

 "I think you know better than that," he replied."Though how much better, I'm not entirely sure."

 She was something of an enigma to him, she suspected,and, as long as she remained so, might hope to
keep himfriendly.

 "Do you think they made it?" she asked.

 "Who knows? The voider may have spoilt their passageby trying to tag along. They may not have
reached Yzord-derrex."

 "So where will they be?"
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 "In the In Ovo, of course. Somewhere between here andthe Second Dominion."

 "And how will they get back?""Simple," he said. "They won't."

 4

 So they waited. Or, rather, she waited, watching the sundisappear behind trees blotted with rookeries,
and the eve?ning stars appearing as light bringers in its place. Dowd bu? sied himself dealing with the
bodies of the voiders,dragging them out of the chapel, making a simple pyre of dead wood, and burning
them upon it. He showed not theleast concern that she was witnessing this, which was a les?son and
perhaps a warning to her. He apparently assumed she was part of the secret world he and the voiders
occu?pied, not subject to the laws and moralities the rest of theworld was bounded by. In seeing all she'd
seen, and passing herself off as expert in the ways of the Imajica, she hadbecome a conspirator. There
was no way back after this, tothe company she'd kept and the life she'd known; she be? longed to the
secret, every bit as much as the secret be?longed to her.

 That of itself would be no great loss if Godolphin re?turned. He would help her find her way through the
mys?teries. If he didn't return, the consequences were lesspalatable. To be obliged to keep Dowd's
company, simplybecause they were fellow marginals, would be unbearable. She would surely wither and
die. But then if Godolphinwas not in her life, what could that matter? From ecstasy to despair in the
space of an hour. Was it too much to hopethe pendulum would swing back the other way before theday
was out?

 The chill was adding to her misery, and—having noother source of warmth—she went over to the pyre,
pre?paring to retreat if the scent or the sight was too offensive.But the smoke, which she'd expected to
smell of burningmeat, was almost aromatic, and the forms in the fire unrec? ognizable. Dowd offered her
a cigarette, which she ac-
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 cepted, lighting it from a branch plucked from the edge ofthe fire.

 "What were they?" she asked him, eyeing the remains.
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 "You've never heard of voiders?" he said. "They're thelowest of the low. I brought them through from the
In Ovomyself, and I'm no Maestro, so that-gives an idea of howgullible they are."

 "When it smelled the wind—"

 "Yes, that was rather touching, wasn't it?" Dowd said."It smelled Yzordderrex."

 "Maybe it was born there."

 "Very possibly. I've heard it said they're made of collec?tive desire, but that's not true. They're revenge
children. Got on women who were working the Way for them?selves."

 "Working the Way isn't good?"

 "Not for your sex, it isn't. It's strictly forbidden."

 "So somebody who breaks the law's made pregnant asrevenge?"

 "Exactly. You can't abort voiders, you see. They're stu?pid, but they fight, even in the womb. And killing
some?thing you gave birth to is strictly against the women'scodes. So they pay to have the voiders
thrown into the In Ovo. They can survive there longer than just about any?thing. They feed on whatever
they can find, including each other. And eventually, if they're lucky, they get summoned by someone in
this Dominion."

 So much to learn, she thought. Perhaps she should culti?vate Dowd's friendship, however charmless he
was. Heseemed to enjoy parading his knowledge, and the more sheknew the better prepared she'd be
when she finally steppedthrough the door into Yzordderrex. She was about to ask him something more
about the city when a gust of wind,blowing from out of the chapel, threw a flurry of sparks upbetween
them.

 "They're coming back," she said, and started towardsthe building.

 "Be careful," Dowd said. "You don't know it's them."

 His warning went unheeded. She went to the door at a
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 run, and reached it as the spicy summer wind died away. The interior of the chapel was gloomy, but she
could see a single figure standing in the middle of the mosaic. It stag?gered towards her, its breathing
ragged. The light from the fire caught it as it came within two yards of her. Jt was Oscar Godolphin, his
hand up to his bleeding nose."That bastard," he said. "Where is he?"

 "Dead," he said plainly. "I had to do it, Judith. Hewas crazy. God alone knows what he might have said
ordone...." He put his arm towards her, "Will you help me?He damn near broke my nose."

 "I'll take him," Dowd said possessively. He stepped pasther, fetching a handkerchief from his pocket to
put toOscar's nose. It was waved away.

 "I'll survive," Oscar said. "Let's just get home." Theywere out of the chapel now, and Oscar was eyeing
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the fire. "The voiders," Dowd explained.Oscar threw a glance at Judith, "He made you pyre-watch with
him?" he said. "I'm so sorry." He looked backat Dowd, pained. 'That's no way to treat a lady," he said.
"We're going to have to do better in future.""What do you mean?"

 "She's coming to live with us. Aren't you, Judith?"She hesitated a shamelessly short time; then she said,
"Yes, I am."

 Satisfied, he went over to look at the pyre.

 "Come back tomorrow," she heardhim tell Dowd. "Scatter the ashes and bury the bones. I've got a little
prayer book Peccable gave me. We'll find something ap?propriate in there."

 While he spoke she stared into the murk of the chapel,trying to imagine the journey that had been taken
fromhere, and the city at the other end from which that tantaliz?ing wind had blown. She would be there
one day. She'd losta husband in pursuit of passage, but from her present per?spective that seemed like a
negligible loss. There was a new order of feeling in her, founded at the sight of Oscar Godolphin. She
didn't yet know what he would come to
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 mean to her, but perhaps she could persuade him to takeher away with him, someday soon.

 Eager as she was to create in her mind's eye the mysteriesthat lay beyond the veil of the Fifth, Jude's
imagination, forall its fever, could never have conjured the reality of thatjourney. Inspired by a few clues
from Dowd, she had imag?ined the In Ovo as a kind of wasteland, where voiders hung like drowned
men in deep-sea trenches, and creatures thesun would never see crawled towards her, their paths lit by
their own sickly luminescence. But the inhabitants of the InOvo beggared the bizarreness of any ocean
floor. They hadforms and appetites that no book had ever set down. Theyhad rages and frustrations that
were centuries old.

 And the scenes she'd imagined awaiting her on theother side of that prison were also very different from
thoseshe'd created. If she'd traveled on the Yzordderrexian Ex?press she'd would not have been
delivered into the middle of a summer city but into a dampish cellar, lined with themerchant Peccable's
forbidden cache of charms and petrifi-cations. In order to reach the open air, she would have hadto
climb the stairs and pass through the house itself. Once she'd reached the street, she'd have found some
of her ex? pectations satisfied at least. The air was warm and spicy there, and the sky was bright. But it
was not a sun thatblazed overhead, it was a comet, trailing its glory across the Second Dominion. And if
she stared at it a moment, then looked down at the street, she'd have found its reflection glittering in a
pool of blood. Here was the spot where the brawl between Oscar and Charlie had ended, and where the
defeated brother had been left.

 He had not remained there for very long. News of a mandressed in foreign garb and dumped in the
gutter had soonspread, and before the last of his blood had drained fromhis body three individuals never
before seen in this Kespa-rate had come to claim him. They were Dearthers, to judgeby their tattoos,
and had Jude been standing on Peccable's step watching the scene, she would have been touched to see
how reverently they treated their burden as they spir-
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 ited it away. How they smiled down at that bruised and loll?ing face. How one of them wept. She might
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also have no?ticed—though in the flurry of the street this detail might have escaped her eye—that though
the defeated man layquite still in the cradle his bearers made of their limbs, his eyes closed, his arms
trailing until they were folded acrosshis chest, said chest was not entirely motionless.

 Charles Estabrook, abandoned for dead in the filth ofYzordderrex, left its streets with enough health in
his bodyto be dubbed a loser, not a corpse.

            22

 I

 The days following Pie and Gentle's second departurefrom Beatrix seemed to shorten as they climbed,
support?ing the suspicion that the nights in the Jokalaylau were lon?ger than those in the lowlands. It was
impossible to confirmthat this was so, because their two timekeepers—Gentle'sbeard and Pie's
bowels—became increasingly unreliable asthey climbed, the former because Gentle ceased to shave,the
latter because the travelers' desire to eat, and thus their need to defecate, dwindled the higher they went.
Far frominspiring appetite, the rarefied air became a feast in itself,and they traveled for hour upon hour
without their thoughts once turning to physical need. They had eachother's company, of course, to keep
them from completely forgetting their bodies and their purpose, but more reliable still were the beasts on
whose shaggy backs they rode. When the doeki grew hungry they simply stopped, andwould not be
bullied or coaxed into moving from whatever bush or piece of pasture they'd found until they were sated.
At first, this was an irritation, and the riders cursed as theyslipped from their saddles on such occasions,
knowing theyhad an idling hour ahead while the animals grazed. But as the days passed and the air grew
thinner, they came to de-
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 pend upon the rhythm of the doekis' digestive tracts andmade such stopping places mealtimes for
themselves.

 It soon became apparent that Pie's calculations as to the length of this journey had been hopelessly
optimistic. Theonly part of the mystif's predictions that experience wasconfirming was the hardship. Even
before they reached thesnow line, both riders and mounts were showing signs offatigue, and the track
they were following became less visi?ble by the mile as the soft earth chilled and froze, refusingthe traces
of those who had preceded them. With the pros?pect of snowfields and glaciers ahead, they rested the
doeki for a day and encouraged the beasts to gorge themselves onwhat would be the last available
pasture until they reachedthe other side of the range.

 Gentle had called his mount Chester, after dear oldKlein, with whom it shared a certain ruminative
charm. Piedeclined to name the other beast, however, claiming it wasbad luck to eat anything you knew
by name, and circum?stances might very well oblige them to dine on doeki meat before they reached the
borders of the Third Dominion.That small disagreement aside, they kept their exchangesfrictionless when
they set off again, both consciously skirt?ing any discussion of the events in Beatrix or their signifi?cance.
The cold soon became aggressive, the coats they'd been given barely adequate defense against the
assault ofwinds that blew up walls of dusty snow so dense they oftenobliterated the way ahead. When
that happened Pie pulledout the compass—the face of which looked more like a starmap to Gentle's
untutored eye—and assessed their direc?tion from that. Only once did Gentle remark that he hopedthe
mystif knew what it was doing, earning such a witheringglance for his troubles it silenced him utterly on
the matterthereafter.
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 Despite weather that was worsening by the day—mak?ing Gentle think wistfully of an English
January—good for?tune did not entirely desert them. On the fifth day beyondthe snow line, in a lull
between gusts, Gentle heard bellsringing, and following the sound they discovered a group ofhalf a dozen
mountain men, tending to a flock of a hundred
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 or more cousins to the terrestrial goat, these shaggier by far and purple as crocuses. The herders spoke
no English, andonly one of them, whose name was Kuthuss and whoboasted a beard as shaggy and as
purple as his beasts (lead?ing Gentle to wonder what marriages of convenience hadoccurred in these
lonely uplands), had any words in his vo?cabulary that Pie could comprehend. What he told wasgrim.
The herders were bringing their herds down from theHigh Pass early because the snow had covered
ground thebeasts would have grazed for another twenty days in a nor?mal season. This was not, he
repeated several times, a nor?mal season. He had never known the snow to come so earlyor fall so
copiously; never known the winds to be so bitter. In essence, he advised them not to attempt the route
ahead.It would be tantamount to suicide. Pie and Gentle talkedthis advice over. The journey was already
taking far longerthan they'd anticipated. If they went back down below thesnow line, tempting as the
prospect of relative warmth andfresh food was, they were wasting yet more time. Dayswhen all manner
of horrors could be unfolding: a hundredvillages like Beatrix destroyed, and countless lives lost.

 "Remember what I said when we left Beatrix?" Gentlesaid.

 "No, to be honest, I don't."

 "I said we wouldn't die, and I meant it. We'll find a waythrough."

 "I'm not sure I like this messianic conviction," Pie said."People with the best intentions die, Gentle. Come
tothink of it, they're often the first to go."

 "What are you saying? That you won't come with me?"

 "I said I'd go wherever you go, and I will. But good in?tentions won't impress the cold."

 "How much money have we got?"

 "Not much."

 "Enough to buy some goatskins off these men? Andmaybe some meat?"

 A complex exchange ensued in three languages—withPie translating Gentle's words into the language
Kuthuss understood and Kuthuss in turn translating for his fellow
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 herders. A deal was rapidly struck; the herders seemedmuch persuaded by the prospect of hard cash.
Rather thangive over their own coats, however, two of them got aboutthe business of slaughtering and
skinning four of the ani?mals. The meat, they cooked and shared among the group.It was fatty and
underdone, but neither Gentle nor Pie de?clined, and it was washed down .with a beverage theybrewed
from boiled snow, dried leaves, and a dash of liquorwhich Pie understood Kuthuss to have called the piss
of the goat. They tasted it in spite of this. It was potent, and after ashot of it—downed like
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vodka—Gentle remarked that ifthis made him a piss-drinker, so be it.

 The neirt day, having been supplied with skins, meat,and the makings of several pots of the herders'
beverage,plus a pan and two glasses, they made their inarticulatefarewells and parted company. The
weather closed in soonafter, and once again they were lost in a white wilderness.But their spirits had
been buoyed up by the meeting, andthey made steady progress for the next two and a half days,until, as
twilight approached on the third, the animal Gen?tle was riding started to show signs of exhaustion, its
headdrooping, its hooves barely able to clear the snow theywere trudging through.

 "I think we'd better rest him," Gentle said.

 They found a niche between boulders so large they were almost hills in themselves, and lit a fire to brew
up some ofthe herders' liquor. It, more than the meat, was what had sustained them through the most
demanding portions ofthe journey so far, but try as they might to use it sparingly, they had almost
consumed their modest supply. As theydrank they talked about what lay ahead. Kuthuss' predic?tions
were proving correct. The weather was worsening all the time, and the chances of encountering another
livingsoul up here if they were to get into difficulty were surelyzero. Pie took a moment to remind Gentle
of his convictionthat they weren't going to die; come blizzard, come hurri? cane, come the echo of
Hapexamendios Himself, downfrom the mountain.

 "And 1 meant what I said," Gentle replied. "But I can
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 still fret about it, can't I?" He put his hands closer to thefire. "Any more in the piss pot?"

 "I'm afraid not."

 "I tell you, when we come back this way"—Pie made awry face—"we will, we will. When we come
back this waywe've got to get the recipe. Then we can brew it back onearth."

 They'd left the doeki a little distance away and heardnow a lowing sound.

 "Chester!" Gentle said, and went to the beasts.

 Chester was lying on its side, its flank heaving. Bloodstreamed from its mouth and nose, melting the
snow itpoured upon.

 "Oh, shit, Chester," Gentle implored, "don't die."

 But he'd no sooner put what he hoped was a comfortinghand on the doeki's flank than it turned its glossy
browneye towards him, let out one final moan, and stoppedbreathing.

 "We just lost fifty percent of our transport," he said toPie.

 "Look on the bright side. We gained ourselves a week ofmeat."

 Gentle glanced back towards the dead animal, wishinghe'd taken Pie's advice and never named the
beast. Nowwhen he sucked its bones he'd be thinking of Klein.

 "Will you do it or should I?" he said. "I suppose itshould be me. I named him, I should skin him."
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 The mystif didn't argue, only suggested that it shouldmove the other animal out of sight of the scene, in
case ittoo lost all will to live, seeing its comrade disemboweled.Gentle agreed, and watched while Pie led
the fretting crea?ture away. Wielding the blade they'd been given as they left Beatrix, he then set about
his butchering. He rapidlydiscovered that neither he nor the knife were equal to thetask. The doeki's hide
was thick, its fat rubbery, its meattough. After an hour of hacking and tearing he'd onlymanaged to strip
the hide from the upper half of its backleg and a small portion of its flank. He was sticky with itsblood
and sweating inside his coat of furs.
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 "Shall I take over?" Pie suggested.

 "No," Gentle snapped, "I can do it," and continued to labor in the same inept fashion, the blade dulled by
nowand the muscles driving it weary.

 He waited a decent interval, then got up and went backto the fire where Pie was sitting, gazing into the
flames.Disgruntled by his defeat, he tossed, the knife down in themelting snow beside the fire.

 "I give up," he said. "It's all yours."

 Somewhat reluctantly, Pie picked up the knife, pro?ceeded to sharpen it on the rock face, then went to
work.Gentle didn't watch. Repulsed by the blood that had spat?tered him, he elected to brave the cold
and wash it off. Hefound a place a little way from the fire where the groundwas untrammeled, removed
his coat and shirt, and kneltdown to bathe in the snow. His skin crawled at the chill, butsome urge to
self-mortification was satisfied by this testingof will and flesh, and when he'd cleaned his hands and face
he rubbed the pricking snow into his chest and belly, though the doeki's fluids hadn't stained him there.
Thewind had dropped in the last little while, and the sky visible between the rocks was more gold than
green. He wasseized by the need to stand unencumbered in its light, and without putting his coat back on
he clambered up over therocks to do so. His hands were numb, and the climb was more arduous than
he'd anticipated, but the scene above and below him when he reached the top of the rock was worth the
effort. No wonder Hapexamendios had comehere on His way to His resting place. Even gods might be
inspired by such grandeur. The peaks of the Jokalaylau receded in apparently infinite procession, their
whiteslopes faintiy gilded by the heavens they reached for. The silence could not have been more utter.

 This vantage point served a practical as well as an aes?thetic purpose. The High Pass was plainly visible.
And so,some distance off to the right, was a sight perplexingenough for him to call the mystif up from its
work. A gla?cier, its surface shimmering, lay a mile or more from the rock. But it wasn't the spectacle of
such frozen enormity
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 that claimed Gentle's eye, it was the presence within the iceof a litter of darker forms.

 "You want to go and find out what they are?" the mystif said, washing its bloodied hands in the snow.

 "I think we should," Gentle replied, "If we're walking in the Unbeheld's footsteps, we should make it our
busi?ness to see what He saw."

 "Or what He caused," Pie said.
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 They descended, and Gentle put his shirt and coat backon. The clothes were warm, having been left
beside the fire,and he was glad of that comfort, but they also stank of hissweat and of the animals whose
backs they'd been stripped from, and he half wished he could go naked, rather than beburdened by
another hide.

 "Have you finished with the skinning?" Gentle askedPie as they set off, going by foot rather than waste
the ener?gies of their remaining vehicle.

 "I've done what I can," Pie replied, "but it's crude. I'mno butcher."

 "Are you a cook?" Gentle asked."Not really. Why'd you ask?"

 "I've been thinking about food a lot, that's all. Youknow, after this trip I may never eat meat again. The
fat!The gristle! It turns my stomach thinking about it.""You've got a sweet tooth."

 "You noticed. I'd kill for a plate of profiteroles rightnow, swimming in chocolate sauce." He laughed.
"Listento me. The glories of Jokalaylau laid before us and I'm ob?sessing on profiteroles." Then again,
deadly serious. "Dothey have chocolate in Yzordderrex?"

 "By now, I'm sure they do. But my people eat plainly, soI never got an addiction for sugar. Fish, on the
otherhand—"

 "Fish?" said Gentle. "I've no taste for it.""You'll get one in Yzordderrex. There's restaurantsdown by the
harbor . . ." The mystifs talk turned into asmile. "Now I'm sounding like you. We must both be sickof
doekimeat."

 "Go on," Gentle said. "I want to see you salivate."
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 "There are restaurants down by the harbor where the fish is so fresh it's still flapping when they take it
into thekitchen."

 "That's a recommendation?"

 "There's nothing in the world as good as fresh fish," Piesaid. "If the catch is good you've got a choice of
forty,maybe fifty, dishes. From tiny jepas to squeffah my size andbigger."

 "Is there anything I'd recognize?"

 "A few species. But why travel all this way for a cod steak when you could have squeffah? Or better,
there's a dish I have to order for you. It's a fish called an ugichee,which is almost as small as a jepas, and
it lives in the belly ofanother fish."

 "That sounds suicidal."

 "Wait, there's more. The second fish is often eaten whole by a bloater called a coliacic. They're ugly, but
the meat melts like butter. So if you're lucky, they'll grill allthree of them together, just the way they were
caught—"
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 "One inside the other?"

 "Head, tail, the whole caboodle."

 "That's disgusting."

 "And if you're very lucky—"

 "Pie—"

 "—the ugichee's a female, and you find, when you cutthrough all three layers of fish—"

 "—her belly's full of caviar."

 "You guessed it. Doesn't that sound tempting?"

 "I'll stay with my chocolate mousse and ice cream."

 "How is it you're not fat?"

 "Vanessa used to say I had the palate of a child, the li?bido of an adolescent, and the—well, you can
guess therest. I sweat it out making love. Or at least I used to."

 They were close to the edge of the glacier now, and theirtalk of fish and chocolate ceased, replaced by a
grim si?lence, as the identity of the forms encased in the ice becameapparent. They were human bodies, a
dozen or more. Ice-locked around them, a collection of debris: fragments ofblue stone; immense bowls
of beaten metal; the remnants
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 of garments, the blood on them still bright. Gentle clam?bered and skidded across the top of the glacier
until thebodies were directly beneath him. Some were buried toodeeply to be studied, but those closer to
the surface—facesupturned, limbs fixed in attitudes of desperation—were al?most too visible. They were
all women, the youngest barelyout of childhood, the oldest a naked many-breasted hagwho'd perished
with her eyes still open, her stare preservedfor the millennium. Some massacre had occurred here, or
farther up the mountain, and the evidence been throwninto this river while it still flowed. Then, apparently,
it had frozen around the victims and their belongings.

 "Who are they?" Gentle asked. "Any idea?" Thoughthey were dead, the past tense didn't seem
appropriate forcorpses so perfectly preserved.

 "When the Unbeheld passed through the Dominions,He overthrew all the cults He deemed unworthy.
Most ofthem were sacred to Goddesses. Their oracles and devo?tees were women."

 "So you think Hapexamendios did this?"

 "Ifnot him, then His agents, His Righteous. Though onsecond thought He's supposed to have walked
here alone,so maybe this is His handiwork."

 "Then whoever He is," Gentle said, looking down at thechild in the ice, "He's a murderer. No better than
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you orme."

 "I wouldn't say that too loudly," Pie advised.

 "Why not? He's not here."

 "Ifthis is His doing, He may have left entities to watch over it."

 Gentle looked around. The air could not have been clearer. There was no sign of motion on the peaks or
the snow-fields gleaming below. "If they're here I don't see'em," he said.

 "The worst are the ones you can't see," Pie replied."Shall we go back to the fire?"
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 They were weighed down by what they'd seen, and the re?turn journey took longer than the outward.
By the timethey made the safety of their niche in the rocks, to welcom?ing grunts from the surviving
doeki, the sky was losing its golden sheen and dusk was on its way. They debated whether to proceed in
darkness and decided against it.Though the air was calm at present, they knew from past experience that
conditions on these heights were unpre?dictable. If they attempted to move by night, and a storm
descended from the peaks, they'd be twice blinded and indanger of losing their way. With the High Pass
so close, andthe journey easier, they hoped, once they were through it,the risk was not worth taking.

 Having used up the supply of wood they'd collectedbelow the snow line, they were obliged to fuel the
fire withthe dead doeki's saddle and harness. It made for a smoky, pungent, and fitful blaze, but it was
better than nothing.They cooked some of the fresh meat, Gentle observing as he chewed that he had less
compunction about, eatingsomething he'd named than he thought, and brewed up a small serving of the
herders' piss liquor. As they drank,Gentle returned the conversation to the women in the ice.

 "Why would a God as powerful as Hapexamendiosslaughter defenseless women?"

 "Whoever said they were defenseless?" Pie replied. "1think they were probably very powerful. Their
oracles musthave sensed what was coming, so they had their armiesready—"

 "Armies of women?"

 "Certainly. Warriors in their tens of thousands. Thereare places to the north of the Lenten Way where
the earth used to move every fifty years or so and uncover one oftheir war graves."

 "They were all slaughtered? The armies, the oracles—"

 "Or driven so deep into hiding they forgot who they
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 were after a few generations. Don't look so surprised. Ithappens.'1

 "One God defeats how many Goddesses? Ten,twenty—"
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 "Innumerable."

 "How?1'

 "He was One, and simple. They were many, and di?verse."

 "Singularity is strength—"

 "At least in the short term. Who told you that?"

 "I'm trying to remember. Somebody I didn't like much:Klein, maybe."

 "Whoever said it, it's true. Hapexamendios came into the Dominions with a seductive idea: that wherever
youwent, whatever misfortune attended you, you needed only one name on your lips, one prayer, one
altar, and you'd be in His care. And He brought a species to maintain thatorder once He'd established it.
Yours."

 "Those women back there looked human enough tome."

 "So do I," Pie reminded him. "But I'm not."

 "No ... you're pretty diverse, aren't you?"

 "I was once...."

 "So that puts you on the side of the Goddesses, doesn't it?" Gentle whispered.

 The mystif put its finger to his lips.

 Gentle mouthed one word by way of response: "Here?tic."

 It was very dark now, and they both settled to studyingthe fire. It was steadily diminishing as the last of
Chester'ssaddle was consumed.

 "Maybe we should burn some fur," Gentle suggested.

 "No," said Pie. "Let it dwindle. But keep looking."

 "At what?"

 "Anything."

 "There's only you to look at."

 "Then look at me."

 He did so. The privations of the last many days hadseemingly taken little toll on the mystif. It had no
facial hair
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 to disfigure the symmetry of its features, nor had their spar-tan diet pinched its cheeks or hollowed its
eyes. Studying its face was like returning to a favorite painting in a mu?seum. There it was: a thing of calm
and beauty. But, unlikethe painting, the face before him, which presently seemedso solid, had the
capacity for infinite change. It was months since the night when he'd first seen that phenomenon. But now,
as the fire burned itself out and the shadows deep?ened around them, he realized the same sweet miracle
wasimminent. The flicker of dying flame made the symmetry swim; the flesh before him seemed to lose its
fixedness ashe stared and stirred it.

 "I want to watch," he murmured.

 "Then watch."

 "But the fire's going out...."

 "We don't need light to see each other," the mystifwhispered. "Hold on to the sight."

 Gentle concentrated, studying the face before him. His eyes ached as he tried to hold onto it, but they
were nocompetition for the swelling darkness.

 "Stop looking," Pie said, in a voice that seemed to risefrom the decay of the embers. "Stop looking, and
see."

 Gentle fought for the sense of this, but it was no more susceptible to analysis than the darkness in front of
him.Two senses were failing him here—one physical, one lin?guistic—two ways to embrace the world
slipping from himat the same moment. It was like a little death, and a panicseized him, like the fear he'd
felt some midnights waking inhis bed and body and knowing neither: his bones a cage, hisblood a gruel,
his dissolution the only certainty. At such times he'd turned on all the lights, for their comfort. Butthere
were no lights here. Only bodies, growing colder asthe fire died.

 "Help me," he said. The mystif didn't speak. "Are youthere, Pie? I'm afraid. Touch me, will you? Pie?"

 The mystif didn't move. Gentle started to reach out inthe darkness, remembering as he did so the sight of
Taylorlying on a pillow from which they'd both known he'd neverrise again, asking for Gentle to hold his
hand. With that
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 memory, the panic became sorrow: for Taylor, for Clem, for every soul sealed from its loved ones by
senses born tofailure, himself included. He wanted what the child wanted: knowledge of another
presence, proved in touch. But heknew it was no real solution. He might find the mystif in thedarkness,
but he could no more hold on to its flesh forever than he could hold the senses he'd already lost. Nerves
decayed, and fingers slipped from fingers at the last.

 Knowing this little solace was as hopeless as any other,he withdrew his hand and instead said, "I love
you."

 Or did he simply think it? Perhaps it was thought, be?cause it was the idea rather than the syllables that
formedin front of him, the iridescence he remembered from Pie'stransforming self shimmering in a
darkness that was not, hevaguely understood, the darkness of the starless night buthis mind's darkness;
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and this seeing not the business of eyeand object but his exchange with a creature he loved, andwho
loved him back.

 He let his feelings go to Pie, if there was indeed a going,which he doubted. Space, like time, belonged to
the othertale—to the tragedy of separation they'd left behind.Stripped of his senses and their necessities,
almost unbornagain, he knew the mystif s comfort as it knew his, and that dissolution he'd woken in terror
of so many times stood re?vealed as the beginning of bliss.

 A gust of wind, blowing between the rocks, caught the embers at their side, and their glow became a
momentary flame. It brightened the face in front of him, and the sightsummoned him back from his unborn
state. It was no greathardship to return. The place they'd found together was out of time and could not
decay, and the face in front ofhim, for all its frailty (or perhaps because of it), was beauti?ful to look at.
Pie smiled at him but said nothing.

 "We'should sleep," Gentle said. "We've got a long way to go tomorrow."

 Another gust came along, and there were flecks of snowin it, stinging Gentle's face. He pulled the hood
of his coat up over his head and got up to check on the welfare of thedoeki. It had made a shallow bed
for itself in the snow and
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 was asleep. By the time he got back to the fire, which hadfound some combustible morsel and was
devouring it brightly, the mystif was also asleep, its hood pulled uparound its head. As he stared down at
the visible crescentof Pie's face, a simple thought came: that though the windwas moaning at the rock,
ready to bury them, and there wasdeath in the valley behind and a city of atrocities ahead, he was happy.
He lay down on the hard ground beside themystif. His last thought as sleep came was of Taylor, lyingon a
pillow which was becoming a snowfield as he drew his final breaths, his face growing translucent and
finally disap?pearing, so that when Gentle slipped from consciousness, itwas not into darkness but into
the whiteness of that death?bed, turned to untrodden snow.

 23

 I

 Gentle dreamed that the wind grew harsher and brought snow down off the peaks, fresh minted. He
neverthelessrose from the relative comfort of his place beside the ashes,and took off his coat and shirt,
took off his boots and socks,took off his trousers and underwear, and naked walkeddown the narrow
corridor of rock, past the sleeping doeki,to face the blast. Even in dreams, the wind threatened tofreeze
his marrow, but he had his sights set on the glacier,and he had to go to it in all humility, bare-loined, bare?
backed, to show due respect for those souls who sufferedthere. They had endured centuries of pain, the
crimeagainst them unrevenged. Beside theirs, his suffering was aminor thing.

 There was sufficient light in the wide sky to show him hisway, but the wastes seemed endless, and the
gusts wors?ened as he went, several times throwing him over into thesnow. His muscles cramped and his
breath shortened, com?ing from between his numbed lips in hard, small clouds. He
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 wanted to weep for the pain of it, but the tears crystallized on the ledge of his eye and would not fall.
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 Twice he stopped, because he sensed that there wassomething more than snow on the storm's back. He
re?membered Pie's talk of agents left in this wilderness toguard the murder site and, though he was only
dreamingand knew it, he was still afraid. If these entities werecharged to keep witnesses from the glacier,
they would notsimply drive the wakeful off but the sleeping too; and thosewho came as he came, in
reverence, would earn their spe?cial ire. He studied the spattered air, looking for some signof them, and
once thought he glimpsed a form overheadthat would have been invisible but that it displaced thesnow: an
eel's body with a tiny ball of a head. But it wascome and gone loo quickly for him to be certain he'd even
seen it.

 The glacier was in sight, however, and his will drove hislimbs to motion, until he was standing at its edge.
He raisedhis hands to his face and wiped the snow from his cheeksand forehead, then stepped onto the
ice. The women gazedup at him as they had when he'd stood here with Pie 'oh'pah, but now, through the
dust of snow blowing across theice, they saw him naked, his manhood shrunk, his bodytrembling; on his
face and lips a question he had half ananswer to. Why, if this was indeed the work of Hapexamen-dios,
had the Unbeheld, with all His powers of destruction,not obliterated every last sign of His victims? Was it
be?cause they were women or, more particularly, women of power? Had He brought them to ruin as
best He could— overturning their altars and unseating their temples—butat the last been unable to wipe
them away? And if so, wasthis ice a grave or merely a prison?

 He dropped to his knees and laid his palms on the gla?cier. This time he definitely heard a sound in the
wind, araw howl somewhere overhead. The invisibles had enter?tained his dreaming presence long
enough. They saw hispurpose and were circling in preparation for descent. Heblew against his palm and
made a fist before the breath
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could slip, then raised his arm and slammed his hand
against the ice, opening it as he did so.

  The pneuma went off like a thunderclap. Before the
tremors had died he snatched a second breath and broke it
gainst the ice; then a third and fourth in quick succession,
striking the steely surface so hard that had the pneuma not
cushioned the blow he'd have broken every bone from
wrist to fingertip. But his efforts had effect. There were
hairline cracks spreading from the point of impact.

 Encouraged, he began a second round of blows, but he'ddelivered only three when he felt something
take hold ofhis hair, wrenching his head back. A second grip instantlyseized his raised arm. He had time
to feel the ice splinteringbeneath his legs; then he was hauled up off the glacier bywrist and hair. He
struggled against the claim, knowing thatif his assaulters carried him too high death was assured; they'd
either tear him apart in the clouds or simply drophim. The hold on his head was the less secure of the
two,and his gyrations were sufficient to slip it, though blood ran

 down his brow.

 Freed, he looked up at the entities. There were two, sixfeet long, their bodies scantily, fleshed spines
sprouting in?numerable ribs, their limbs twelvefold and bereft of bone,their heads vestigial. Only their
motion had beauty: a sinu?ous knotting and unknotting. He reached up and snatchedat the closer of the
two heads. Though it had no discerniblefeatures, it looked tender, and his hand had sufficient echoof the
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pneumas it had discharged to do harm. He dug hisfingers into the flesh of the thing, and it instantly began
towrithe, coiling its length around its companion for support, its limbs flailing wildly. He twisted his body
to the left and right, the motion violent enough to wrench him free. Thenhe fell, a mere six feet but hard,
onto slivered ice. Thebreath went from him as the pain came. He had time to seethe agents descending
upon him, but none in which to es?cape. Waking or sleeping, this was the end of him, he knew;death by
these limbs had jurisdiction in both states.

 But before they could find his flesh, and blind him, andunman him, he felt the shattered glacier beneath
him shud-
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 der, and with a roar it rose, throwing him off its back intothe snow. Shards pelted down upon him, but
he peered upthrough their hail to see that the women were emergingfrom their graves, clothed in ice. He
hauled himself to hisfeet as the tremors increased, the din of this unshacklingechoing off the mountains.
Then he turned and ran.

 The storm was discreet and quickly drew its veil over theresurrection, so that he fled not knowing how
the eventshe'd begun had finished. Certainly the agents of Hapexa-mendios made no pursuit; or, if they
did, they failed to find him. Their absence comforted him only a little. His adven?tures had done him
harm, and the distance he had to coverto get back to the camp was substantial. His run soondeteriorated
into stumbling and staggering, blood marking his route. It was time to be done with this dream of endur?
ance, he thought, and open his eyes; to roll over and put hisarms around Pie 'oh' pah; to kiss the mystif's
cheek andshare this vision with it. But his thoughts were too con?founded to take hold of wakefulness
long enough for himto rouse himself, and he dared not He down in the snow incase a dreamed death
came to him before morning wokehim. All he could do was push himself on, weaker by thestep, putting
out of his head the possibility that he'd lost hisway and that the camp didn't lie ahead but off in another
direction entirely.

 He was looking down at his feet when he heard theshout, and his first instinct was to peer up into the
snowabove him, expecting one of the Unbeheld's creatures. Butbefore his eyes reached his zenith they
found the shape ap?proaching him from his left. He stopped and studied thefigure. It was shaggy and
hooded, but its arms were out?spread in invitation. He didn't waste what little energy hehad calling Pie's
name. He simply changed his directionand headed towards the mystif as it came to meet him. Itwas the
faster of the two, and as it came it shrugged off itscoat and held it open, so that he fell into its luxury. He
couldn't feel it; indeed he could feel little, except relief.Borne up by the mystif he let all conscious thought
go, the rest of the journey becoming a blur of snow and snow, and
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Pie's voice sometimes, at his side, telling him that it would
be over soon.

 "Am I awake?" He opened his eyes and sat up, graspinghold of Pie's coat to do so. "Am I awake?"

 "Yes."

 "Thank God! Thank God! I thought I was going to

 freeze to death."
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 He let his head sink back. The fire was burning, fed withfur, and he could feel its warmth on his face and
body. Ittook a few seconds to realize the significance of this. Thenhe sat up again and realized he was
naked; naked and cov?ered with cuts.

 "I'm not awake," he said. "Shit! I'm not awake!"

 Pie took the pot of herders' brew from the fire, and

 poured a cup.

 "You didn't dream it," the mystif said. It handed the cupover to Gentle. "You went to the glacier, and you
almostdidn't make it back."

 Gentle took the cup in raw fingers. "I must have beenout of my mind," he said. "I remember thinking: I'm
dreaming this, then taking off my coat and my clothes ...why the hell did I do that?"

 He could still recall struggling through the snow andreaching the glacier. He remembered pain, and
splintering ice, but the rest had receded so far he couldn't grasp it. Pieread his perplexed look.

 "Don't try and remember now," the mystif said. "It'llcome back when the moment's right. Push too hard
andyou'll break your heart. You should sleep for a while."

 "I don't fancy sleeping," he said. "It's a little too much

 like dying."

 "I'll be here," Pie told him. "Your body needs rest. Letit do what it needs to do."

 The mystif had been wanning Gentle's shirt in front ofthe fire, and now helped him put it on, a delicate
business.Gentle's joints were already stiffening. He pulled on his trousers without Pie's help, however, up
over limbs thatwere a mass of bruises and abrasions.
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 "Whatever I did out there I certainly made a mess ofmyself," he remarked.

 "You heal quickly," Pie said. This was true, thoughGentle couldn't remember sharing that information
withthe mystif. "Lie down. I'll wake you when it's light."

 Gentle put his head on the small heap of hides Pie hadmade as a pillow and let the mystif pull his coat up
overhim.

 "Dream of sleeping," Pie said, laying a hand on Gentle's face. "And wake whole."

 2

 When Pie shook him awake, what seemed mere minuteslater, the sky visible between the rock faces
was still dark,but it was the gloom of snow-bearing cloud rather than thepurple black of a Jokalaylaurian
night. He sat up feelingwretched, aching in every bone.

 "I'd kill for coffee," he said, resisting the urge to torture his joints by stretching. "And warm pain au
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chocolat"

 "If they don't have it in Yzordderrex, we'll invent it,"Pie said.

 "Did you brew up?"

 "There's nothing left to burn."

 "And what's the weather like?"

 "Don't ask."

 "That bad?"

 "We should get a move on. The thicker the snow gets,the more difficult it'll be to find the pass."

 They roused the doeki, which made plain its disgruntle-ment at having to breakfast on words of
encouragement rather than hay, and, with the meat Pie had prepared theday before loaded, left the
shelter of the rock and headedout into the snow. There had been a short debate beforethey left as to
whether they should ride or not, Pie insistingthat Gentle should do so, given his present delicacy, buthe'd
argued that they might need the doeki's strength tocarry them both if they got into worse difficulties, and
theyshould preserve such energies as it still possessed for such
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 an emergency. But he soon began to stumble in snow thatwas waist high in places, his body, though
somewhat healedby sleep, not equal to the demands upon it.

 "We'll go more quickly if you ride," Pie told him.

 He needed little persuasion and mounted the doeki, his fatigue such that he could barely sit upright with
the windso strong, and instead slumped against the beast's neck. Heonly occasionally raised himself from
that posture, andwhen he did the scene had scarcely changed.

 "Shouldn't we be in the pass by now?" he murmured toPie at one point, and the look on the mystif s face
was an?swer enough. They were lost. Gentle pushed himself intoan upright position and, squinting against
the gale, lookedfor some sign of shelter, however small. The world waswhite in every direction but for
them, and even they werebeing steadily erased as ice clogged the fur of their coatsand the snow they
were trudging through deepened. Until now, however arduous the journey had become, he hadn't
countenanced the possibility of failure. He'd been his ownbest convert to the gospel of their
indestructibility. Butnow such confidence seemed self-deception. The whiteworld would strip all color
from them, to get to the purityof their bones.

 He reached to take hold of Pie's shoulder, but mis?judged the distance and slid from the doeki's back.
Re?lieved of its burden the beast slumped, its front legsbuckling. Had Pie not been swift and pulled
Gentle out ofharm's way, he might have been crushed beneath the crea?ture's bulk. Hauling back his
hood and swiping the snowfrom the back of his neck, he got to his feet and found Pie'sexhausted gaze
there to meet him.

 "I thought I was leading us right," the mystif said.
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 "Of course you did."

 "But we've missed the pass somehow. The slope's get?ting steeper. I don't know where the fuck we are,
Gentle."

 "In trouble is where we are, and too tired to think ourway out of it. We have to rest."

 "Where?"

 "Here," Gentle said. "This blizzard can't go on forever.
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 There's only so much snow in the sky, and most of it's al?ready fallen, right? Right? So if we can just
hold on till the storm's over, and we can see where we are—"

 "Suppose by that time it's night again? We'll freeze, myfriend."

 "Do we have any other choice?" Gentle said. "If we goon we'll kill the beast and probably ourselves. We
couldmarch right over a gorge and never know it. But if we stayhere... together... maybe we're in with a
chance.'*

 "I thought I knew our direction."

 "Maybe you did. Maybe the storm'll blow over, and we'll find ourselves on the other side of the
mountain."Gentle put his hands on Pie's shoulders, sliding themaround the back of the mystif's neck. "We
have no choice,"he said slowly.

 Pie nodded, and together they settled as best they couldin the dubious shelter of the doeki's body. The
beast was still breathing, but not, Gentle thought, for long. He triedto put from his mind what would
happen if it died and thestorm failed to abate, but what was the use of leaving suchplans to the last? If
death seemed inevitable, would it not be better for him and Pie to meet it together—to slit theirwrists and
bleed to death side by side—rather than slowlyfreeze, pretending to the end that survival was plausible?
He was ready to voice that suggestion now, while he stillhad the energy and focus to do so, but as he
turned to themystif some tremor reached him that was not the wind'stirade but a voice beneath its
harangue, calling him to stand up. He did so.

 The gusts would have blown him over had Pie not stood up with him, and his eyes would have missed
the figures inthe drifts but that the mystif caught his arm and, putting itshead close to Gentle's, said, "How
the hell did they getout?"

 The women stood a hundred yards from them. Theirfeet were touching the snow but not impressing
themselvesupon it. Their bodies were wound with cloth brought fromthe ice, which billowed around them
as the wind filled it.Some held treasures, claimed from the glacier: pieces of I
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 their temple, and ark, and altar. One, the young girl whosecorpse had moved Gentle so much, held in
her arms thehead of a Goddess carved in blue stone. It had been badlyvandalized. There were cracks in
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its cheeks, and parts of its nose, and an eye, were missing. But it found light fromsomewhere and gave off
a serene radiance.

 "What do they want?" Gentle said,

 "You, maybe?" Pie ventured.

 The woman standing closest to them, her hair rising halfher height again above her head, courtesy of the
wind,beckoned.

 "I think they want us both to go," Gentle said.

 "That's the way it looks," Pie said, not moving a muscle.

 "What are we waiting for?"

 "I thought they were dead," the mystif said.

 "Maybe they were."

 "So we take the lead from phantoms? I'm not sure that'swise."

 "They came to find us, Pie," Gentle said.

 Having beckoned, the woman was turning slowly on hertoe tips, like a mechanical Madonna that Clem
had oncegiven Gentle, which had played "Ave Maria" as it turned.

 "We're going to lose them if we don't hurry. What'syour problem, Pie? You've talked with spirits
before."

 "Not like these," Pie said. "The Goddesses weren't all forgiving mothers, you know. And their rites
weren't allmilk and honey. Some of them were cruel. They sacrificedmen."

 "You think that's why they want us?"

 "It's possible."

 "So we weigh that possibility against the absolute cer?tainty of freezing to death where we stand," Gentle
said.

 "It's your decision."

 "No, this one we make together. You've got fifty per?cent of the vote and fifty percent of the
responsibility."

 "What do you want to do?"

 "There you go again. Make up your own mind foronce."

 Pie looked at the departing women, their forms already
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 disappearing behind a veil of snow. Then at Gentle. Thenat the doeki. Then back at Gentle. "I heard they
eat men'sballs."

 "So what are you worried about?"

 "AH right!" the mystif growled, "I vote we go."

 "Then it's unanimous."

 Pie started to haul the doeki to its feet. It didn't want tomove, but the mystif had a fine,turn of threat
when pressed,and began to berate it ripely.

 "Quick, or we'll lose them!" Gentle said.

 The beast was up now, and tugging on its bridle Pie led itin pursuit of Gentle, who was forging ahead to
keep theirguides in sight. The snow obliterated the women com?pletely at times, but he saw the beckoner
glance back sev?eral times, and knew that she'd not let her foundlings getlost again. After a time, their
destination came in sight. Arock face, slate-gray and sheer, loomed from the murk, itssummit lost in mist.

 "If they want us to climb, they can think again," Pieyelled through the wind.

 "No, there's a door," Gentle shouted over his shoulder."See it?"

 The word rather flattered what was no more than a jag?ged crack, like a bolt of black lightning burned
into the faceof the cliff. But it represented some hope of shelter, if noth?ing else.

 Gentle turned back to Pie. "Do you see it, Pie?"

 "I see it," came the response. "But I don't see thewomen."

 One sweeping glance along the rock face confirmed themystifs observation. They'd either entered the
cliff or

 floated up its face into the clouds. Whichever, they'dremoved themselves quickly.

 "Phantoms," Pie said, fretfully.

 "What if they are?" Gentle replied. "They brought us toshelter."

 He took the doeki's rein from Pie's hands and coaxedthe animal on, saying, "See that hole in the wall?
It's going to be warm inside. Remember warm?"
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 The snow thickened as they covered the last hundredyards, until it was almost waist deep again. But all
three—man, animal, and mystif—made the crack alive. There wasmore than shelter inside; there was
light. A narrow pas?sageway presented itself, its black walls encased in ice, witha fire flickering
somewhere out of sight in the cavern'sdepths.
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 Gentle had let slip the doeki's reins, and the wise animalwas already heading away down the passage,
the sound ofits hooves echoing against the glittering walls. By the timeGentle and Pie caught up with it, a
slight bend in the pas?sage had revealed the source of the light and warmth it was heading towards. A
broad but shallow bowl of beaten brasswas set in a place where the passage widened, and the firewas
burning vigorously in its center. There were two curi?osities, however: one, that the flame was not gold
but blue;two, that it burned without fuel, the flames hovering sixinches above the bottom of the bowl. But
oh, it was warm.The cobs of ice in Gentle's beard melted and dropped off; the snowflakes became
beads on Pie's smooth brow and cheek. The warmth brought a whoop of pure pleasure to Gentle's lips,
and he opened his aching arms to Pie 'oh'pah.

 "We're not going to die!" he said. "Didn't I tell you?We're not going to die!"

 The mystif hugged him in return, its lips first pressed toGentle's neck, then to his face.

 "All right, I was wrong," it said. "There! I admit it!"

 "So we go on and find the women, yes?"

 "Yes!" it said.

 A sound was waiting for them when the echoes of theirenthusiasm died. A tinkling, as of ice bells.

 "They're calling us," Gentle said.

 The doeki had found a little paradise by the fire and was not about to move, for all Pie's attempts to tug
it to its feet.

 "Leave it awhile," Gentle said, before the mystif begana fresh round of profanities. "It's given good
service. Let itrest. We can come back and fetch it later."

 The passage they now followed not only curved but di-
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 vided many times, the routes all lit by fire bowls. Theychose between them by listening for the sound of
the bells,which didn't seem to be getting any closer. Each choice, ofcourse, made the likelihood of finding
their way back to thedoeki more uncertain.

 "This place is a maze," Pie said, with a touch of the oldunease creeping back into its voice. "I think we
should stopand assess exactly what we're doing."

 "Finding the Goddesses."

 "And losing our transport while we do it. We're neither of us in any state to go much farther on foot."

 "I don't feel so bad. Except for my hands." He raisedthem in front of his face, palm up. They were puffy
andbruised, the lacerations livid. "I suppose I look like that allover. Did you hear the bells? They're just
around the cor?ner, I swear!"

 "They've been just around the corner for the last threequarters of an hour. They're not getting any closer,
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Gentle.It's some kind of trick. We should go back for the animal before it's slaughtered."

 "I don't think they'd shed blood in here," Gentle re?plied. The bells came again. "Listen to that. They are
closer." He went to the next corner, sliding on the ice. "Pie. Come look."

 Pie joined him at the corner. Ahead of them the pas?sageway narrowed to a doorway.

 "What did I tell you?" Gentle said, and headed on to thedoor and through it.

 The sanctum on the other side wasn't vast—the size of amodest church, no more—but it had been hewn
with suchcunning it gave the impression of magnificence. It had sus?tained great damage, however.
Despite its myriad pillars,chased by the finest craft, and its vaults of ice-sleek stone, its walls were pitted,
its floor gouged. Nor did it take great wit to see that the objects that had been buried in the gla?cier had
once been part of its furniture. The altar lay in hammered ruins at its center, and among the wreckage
were fragments of blue stone, matching that of the statue the girl had carried. Now, more certainly than
ever, they
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 were standing in a place that carried the marks of Hapexa-mendios' passing.

 "In His footsteps," Gentle murmured.

 "Oh, yes," Pie murmured. "He was here."

 "And so were the women," Gentle said. "But I don't think they ate men's balls. I think their ceremonies
were more loving than that." He went down on his haunches,running his fingers over the carved
fragments. "I wonderwhat they did? I'd like to have seen the rites."

 "They'd have ripped you limb from limb."

 "Why?"

 "Because their devotions weren't for men's eyes."

 "You could have got in, though, couldn't you?" Gentlesaid. "You would have been a perfect spy. You
could haveseen it."

 "It's not the seeing," Pie said softly, "it's the feeling."

 Gentle stood up, gazing at the mystif with new compre?hension. "I think I envy you, Pie," he said. "You
knowwhat it feels like to be both, don't you? I never thought of that before. Will you tell me how it feels,
one of thesedays?"

 "You'd be better off finding out for yourself," Pie said.

 "And how do I do that?"

 "This isn't the time—"
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 "Tell me."

 "Well, mystifs have their rites, just like men and women.Don't worry, I won't make you spy on me.
You'll be in?vited,if that's what you want."

 The remotest twinge of fear touched Gentle as he lis?tened to this. He'd become almost blase about the
manywonders they'd witnessed as they traveled, but the creature that had been at his side these many
days remained, herealized, undiscovered. He had never seen it naked since that first encounter in New
York; nor kissed it the way alover might kiss; nor allowed himself to feel sexual towardsit. Perhaps it was
because he'd been thinking of the womenhere, and their secret rites, but now, like it or not, he was
looking at Pie 'oh' pah and was aroused.

 Pain diverted him from these thoughts, and he looked

 286                               CLIVE BARKER

 down at his hands to see that in his unease he'd made fistsof them and reopened the cuts in his palms.
Blood droppedonto the ice underfoot, shockingly red. With the sight of itcame a memory he'd consigned
to the back of his head.

 "What's wrong?" Pie said.

 But Gentle didn't have the breath to reply. He couldhear the frozen river cracking beneath him, and the
howl ofthe Unbeheld's agents wheeling overhead. He could feelhis hand slamming, slamming, slamming
against the glacierand the thorns of ice flying up into his face.

 The mystif had come to his side. "Gentle," it said, anx?ious now. "Speak to me, will you? What's
wrong?"

 It put its arms around Gentle's shoulders, and at itstouch Gentle drew breath.

 "The women ..." he said.

 "What about them?"

 "It was me who freed them.'1

 "How?"

 "Pneuma. How else?"

 "You undid the Unbeheld's handiwork?" the mystif said, its voice barely audible. "For our sake I hope
thewomen were the only witnesses."

 "There were agents, just as you said there'd be. They al?most killed me. But I hurt them back."

 "This is bad news."

 "Why? If I'm going to bleed, let Him bleed a little too."

 "Hapexamendios doesn't bleed."
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 "Everything bleeds, Pie. Even God. Maybe especiallyGod. Or else why did He hide Himself away?"

 As he spoke the tinkling bells sounded again, closer thanever, and glancing over Gentle's shoulder Pie
said, "Shemust have been waiting for that little heresy."

 Gentle turned to see the beckoning woman standinghalfway in shadow at the end of the sanctum. The ice
thatstill clung to her body hadn't melted, suggesting that, likethe walls, the flesh it was encrusted upon was
still belowzero. There were cobs of ice in her hair, and when shemoved her head a little, as she did now,
they struck eachother and tinkled like tiny bells.
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 "I brought you out of the ice," Gentle said, steppingpast Pie to approach her.

 The woman said nothing.

 "Do you understand me?" Gentle went on, "Will you lead us out of here? We want to find a way through
themountain."

 The woman took a step backwards, retreating into theshadows.

 "Don't be afraid of me," Gentle said. "Pie! Help me outhere."

 "How?"

 "Maybe she doesn't understand English."

 "She understands you well enough."

 "Just talk to her, will you?" Gentle said.

 Ever obedient, Pie began to speak in a tongue Gentlehadn't heard before, its musicality reassuring even if
thewords were unintelligible. But neither music nor senseseemed to impress the woman. She continued to
retreatinto the darkness, Gentle pursuing cautiously, fearful ofstartling her but more fearful still of losing
her entirely. Hisadditions to Pie's persuasions had dwindled to the basestbargaining.

 "One favor deserves another," he said.

 Pie was right, she did indeed understand. Even thoughshe stood in shadow, he could see that a little
smile wasplaying on her sealed lips. Damn her, he thought, whywouldn't she answer him? The bells still
rang in her hair,however, and he kept following them even when the shad?ows became so heavy she was
virtually lost among them.He glanced back towards the mystif, who had by now givenup any attempt to
communicate with the woman and in?stead addressed Gentle.

 "Don't go any further," it said.

 Though he was no more than fifty yards from where themystif stood, its voice sounded unnaturally
remote, asthough another law besides that of distance and light heldsway in the space between them.
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 "I'm still here. Can you see me?" he called back, and,
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 gratified to hear the mystif reply that it could, he returnedhis gaze to the shadows.

 The woman had disappeared however. Cursing, heplunged on towards the place where she'd last stood,
hissense that this was equivocal terrain intensifying. The dark?ness had a nervous quality, like a bad liar
attempting toshoo him off with shrugs. He wouldn't go. The more ittrembled, the more eager he became
to see what it was hid?ing. Sightless though he was, he wasn't blind to the risk hewas taking. Minutes
before he'd told Pie that everythingwas vulnerable. But nobody, not even the Unbeheld, couldmake
darkness bleed. If it closed on him he could claw at itforever and not make a mark on its hideless back.

 He heard Pie calling behind him now: "Where the hellare you?"

 The mystif was following him into the shadows, he saw.

 "Don't come any further," he told it.

 "Why not?"

 "I may need a marker to find my way back."

 "Just turn around."

 "Not till I find her," Gentle said, forging on with hisarms outstretched.

 The floor was slick beneath him, and he had to proceedwith extreme caution. But without the woman to
guidethem through the mountain, this maze might prove as fatalas the snows they'd escaped. He had to
find her.

 "Can you still hear me?" he called back to Pie.

 The voice that told him yes was as faint as a long-dis?tance call on a failing line.

 "Keep talking," he yelled.

 "What do you want me to say?"

 "Anything. Sing a song."

 "I'm tone deaf."

 "Talk about food, then."

 "All right," said Pie, "I already told you about the ugi-chee and the bellyful of eggs—"

 "It's the foulest thing I ever heard," Gentle replied.

 "You'll like it once you taste it."
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 "As the actress said to the bishop."
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 He heard Pie's muted laughter come his way. Then themystif said, "You hated me almost as much as you
hatedfish, remember? And I converted you."

 "I never hated you."

 "In New York you did."

 "Not even then. I was just confused. I'd never slept witha mystif before."

 "How did you like it?"

 "It's better than fish but not as good as chocolate."

 "What did you say?"

 "I said—"

 "Gentle? I can hardly hear you."

 "I'm still here!" he replied, shouting now. "I'd like to doit again sometime, Pie."

 "Do what?"

 "Sleep with you."

 "I'll have to think about it."

 "What do you want, a proposal of marriage?"

 "That might do it."

 "All right!" Gentle called back. "So marry me!"

 There was silence behind him. He stopped and turned.Pie's form was a blurred shadow against the
distant light ofthe sanctum.

 "Did you hear me?" he yelled.

 "I'm thinking it over."

 Gentle laughed, despite the darkness and the unease ithad wrung from him. "You can't take forever,
Pie," he hol?lered. "I need an answer in—" He stopped as his out?stretched fingers made contact with
something frozen andsolid. "Oh, shit"

 "What's wrong?"
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 "It's a fucking dead end!" he said, stepping right up tothe surface he'd encountered and running his palms
overthe ice. "Just a blank wall."

 But that wasn't the whole story. The suspicion he'd hadthat this was nebulous territory was stronger than
ever.There was something on the other side of this wall, if hecould only reach it.

 "Make your way back," he heard Pie entreating.
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 "Not yet," he said to himself, knowing the wordswouldn't reach the mystif. He raised his hand to his
mouthand snatched an expelled breath,

 "Did you hear me, Gentle?" Pie called.

 Without replying he slammed the pneuma against thewall, a technique his palm was now expert in. The
sound ofthe blow was swallowed by the murk, but the force he un?leashed shook a freezing hail down
from the roof. Hedidn't wait for the reverberations to settle but delivered asecond blow, and a third, each
impact opening further thewounds in his hand, adding blood to the violence of hisblows. Perhaps it fueled
them. If his breath and spittle didsuch service, what power might his blood contain, or hissemen?

 As he stopped to draw a fresh lungful, he heard the mys?tif yelling, and turned to see it moving towards
him across agulf of frantic shadow. It wasn't just the wall and the roofabove that was shaken by his
assault: the very air was in afuror, shaking Pie's silhouette into fragments. As his eyesfought to fix the
image, a vast spear of ice divided the spacebetween them, hitting the ground and shattering. He hadtime
to raise his arms over his face before the shards struck him, but their impact threw him back against the
wall.

 "You'll bring the whole place down!" he heard Pie yellas new spears fell.

 "It's too late to change our minds!" Gentle replied. "Move, Pie!''

 Light-footed, even on this lethal ground, the mystifdodged through the ice towards Gentle's voice.
Before itwas even at his side, he turned to attack the wall afresh,knowing that if it didn't capitulate very
soon they'd be bur?ied where they stood. Snatching another breath from hislips he delivered it against the
wall, and this time the shad?ows failed to swallow the sound. It rang out like a thunder?ous bell. The
shock wave would have pitched him to thefloor had the mystif s arms not been there to catch him."This is
a passing place!" it yelled

 "What does that mean?"
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 "Two breaths this time," was its reply. "Mine as well asyours, in one hand. Do you understand me?"

 "Yes."

 He couldn't see the mystif, but he felt it raise his hand to

 its mouth.
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 "On a count of three," Pie said. "One."

 Gentle drew a breathful of furious air.

 "Two."

 He drew again, deeper still.

 "Three!"

 And he expelled it, mingled with Pie's, into his hand.Human flesh wasn't designed to govern such force.
Had Pienot been beside him to brace his shoulder and wrist, thepower would have erupted from his palm
and taken hishand with it. But they flung themselves forward in unison,and he opened his hand the instant
before it struck the wall.The roar from above redoubled, but it was drowned outmoments later by the
havoc they'd wrought ahead of them.Had there been room to retreat they'd have done so, butthe roof
was pitching down a fusillade of stalactites, and allthey could do was shield their bare heads and stand
their ground as the wall stoned them for their crime, knockingthem to their knees as it split and fell. The
commotion went on for what seemed like minutes, the ground shuddering soviolently they were thrown
down yet again, this time totheir faces. Then, by degrees, the convulsions slowed. Thehail of stone and
ice became a drizzle, and stopped, and amiraculous gust brought warm wind to their faces.

 They looked up. The air was murky, but light was catch?ing glints off the daggers they lay on, and its
source wassomewhere-up ahead. The mystif was first to its feet, haul?ing Gentle up beside it.

 "A passing place," it said again.

 It put its arm around Gentle's shoulders, and togetherthey stumbled towards the warmth that had roused
them.Though the gloom was still deep, they could make out thevague presence of the wall. For all the
scale of theupheaval, the fissure they'd made was scarcely more than aman's height. On the other side it
was foggy, but each step

 292                       CLIVE BARKER

 took them closer to the light. As they went, their feet sink?ing into a soft sand that was the color of the
fog, they heardthe ice bells again and looked back, expecting to see thewomen following. But the fog
already obscured the fissureand the sanctum beyond, and when the bells stopped, asthey did moments
later, they lost all sense of its direction.

 "We've come out into the Third Dominion," Pie said.

 "No more mountains? No more snow?"

 "Not unless you want to find" your way back to thankthem."

 Gentle peered ahead into the fog. "Is this the only wayout of the Fourth?"

 "Lord, no," said Pie. "If we'd gone the scenic route we'dhave had the choice of a hundred places to
cross. But thismust have been their secret way, before the ice sealed itup."

 The light showed Gentle the mystif s face now, and itbore a wide smile.
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 "You did fine work," Pie said. "I thought you'd gonecrazy."

 "I think I did, a little," Gentle replied. "I must have adestructive streak. Hapexamendios would be proud
ofme." He halted to give his body a moment's rest. "I hopethere's more than fog in the Third."

 "Oh, believe me, there is. It's the Dominion I've longedto see more than any other, while I've been in the
Fifth. It'sfull of light and fertility. We'll rest, and we'll feed, and we'llget strong again. Maybe go to
L'Himby and see my friend Scopique. We deserve to indulge ourselves for a few days before we head
for the Second and join the Lenten Way."

 "Will that take us to Yzordderrex?"

 "Indeed it will," Pie said, coaxing Gentle into motionagain. "The Lenten Way's the longest road in the
Tmajica,It must be the length of the Americas, and more."

 "A map!" said Gentle. "I must start making that map."

 The fog was beginning to thin, and with the growinglight came plants: the first greenery they'd seen since
thefoothills of the Jokalaylau. They picked up their pace as the
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 vegetation became lusher and scented, calling them on tothe sun.

 "Remember, Gentle," Pie said, when they'd gone a little way, "I accepted."

 "Accepted what?" Gentle asked.

 The fog was wispy now; they could see a warm newworld awaiting them.

 "You proposed, my friend, don't you remember?"

 "I didn't hear you accept."

 "But I did," the mystif replied, as the verdant landscapewas unveiled before them. "If we do nothing else
in thisDominion, we should at the very least get married!"

 24

 I

 England saw an early spring that year, with the daysbecoming balmy at the end of February and, by the
middleof March, warm enough to have coaxed April and Mayflowers forth. The pundits were opining
that if no furtherfrosts came along to kill the blooms and chill the chicks intheir nests, there would be a
surge of new life by May, asparents let their fledglings fly and set about a second broodfor June. More
pessimistic souls were already predictingdrought, their divining dampened when, at the beginningof
March, the heavens opened over the island.

 When—on that first day of rain—Jude looked back overthe weeks since she'd left the Godolphin estate
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with Oscarand Dowd, they seemed well occupied; but the details ofwhat had filled that time were at best
sketchy. She hadbeen made welcome in the house from the beginning andwas allowed to come and go
whenever it pleased her to doso, which was not often. The sense of belonging she'd dis?covered when
she'd set eyes on Oscar had not faded,though she had yet to uncover its true source. He was agenerous
host, to be sure, but she'd been treated well by
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 many men and not felt the devotion she felt now. That de?votion was not returned, at least not overtly,
which wassomething of a fresh experience for her. There was a cer?tain reserve in Oscar's manner—and
a consequent formal?ity in their exchanges—which merely intensified her feelings for him. When they
were alone together she feltlike a long-lost mistress miraculously returned to his side,each with sufficient
knowledge of the other that overt ex?pressions of affection were superfluous; when she was withhim in
company—at the theater or at dinner with hisfriends—she was mostly silent, and happily so. This too
wasodd for her. She was accustomed to volubility, to handingout opinions on whatever subject was at
issue, whether saidopinions were requested or even seriously held. But now itdidn't trouble her not to
speak. She listened to the tittle-tattle and the chat (politics, finance, social gossip) as to the dialogue of a
play. It wasn't her drama. She had no drama,just the ease of being where she wanted to be. And with
such contentment to be had from simply witnessing, there seemed little reason to demand more.

 Godolphin was a busy man, and though they spent someportion of every day together, she was more
often than notalone. When she was, a pleasant languor overcame her,which contrasted forcibly with the
confusion that had pre?ceded her coming to stay with him. In fact she tried hard toput thoughts of that
time out of her mind, and it was onlywhen she went back to her flat to pick up belongings or bills (which,
on Oscar's instruction, Dowd paid) that she was re?minded of friends whose company she was at
present not disposed to keep. There were telephone messages left for her, of course, from Klein, Clem,
and half a dozen others.Later, there were even letters—some of them concernedfor her health—and
notes pushed through her door asking her to make contact. In the case of Clem she did so, guiltythat
she'd not spoken to him since the funeral. Theylunched near his office in Marylebone, and she told him
that she'd met a man and had gone to live with him on atemporary basis. Inevitably, Clem was curious.
Who wasthis lucky individual? Anyone he knew? How was the sex:
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 sublime or merely wonderful? And was it love? Most of all,was it love? She answered as best she could:
named theman and described him; explained that there was nothingsexual between them as yet, though
the thought had passedthrough her mind on several occasions; and as to love, itwas too soon to tell. She
knew Clem well and could be cer?tain that this account would be public knowledge intwenty-four hours,
which suited her fine. At least with thistelling she'd allayed her friends' fears for her health.

 "So when do we get to meet this paragon?" Clem asked her as they parted."In a while," she said.

 "He's certainly had quite an effect on you, hasn't he?""Has he?"

 "You're so—I don't know the word exactly—tranquil,maybe? I've never seen you this way before.""I'm
not sure I've ever felt this way before.""Well, just make sure we don't lose the Judy we allknow and love,
huh?" Clem said. "Too much serenity'sbad for the circulation. Everybody needs a good rage oncein a
while."

 The significance of this exchange didn't really strike heruntil the evening after, when—sitting downstairs in
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thequiet of the house, waiting for Oscar to come home—sherealized how passive she'd become. It was
almost as if thewoman she'd been, the Jude of furies and opinions, hadbeen shed like a dead skin, and
now, tender and new, shehad entered a time of waiting. Instruction would come, sheassumed; she
couldn't live the rest of her life so becalmed.And she knew to whom she had to look for that instruction:
the man whose voice in the hall made her heart rise and herhead light, Oscar Godolphin,

 If Oscar was the good news that those weeks brought,Kuttner Dowd was the bad. He was astute
enough to real?ize after a very short time that she knew far less about theDominions and their mysteries
than their conversation atthe Retreat had suggested, and far from being the source ofinformation she'd
hoped he'd prove, he was taciturn, suspi?cious, and on occasion rude, though never the last in
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 Oscar's company. Indeed, when all three of them were to?gether he lavished her with respect, its irony
lost on Oscar,who was so used to Dowd's obsequious presence he barelyseemed to notice the man.

 Jude soon learned to match suspicion with suspicion,and several times verged on discussing Dowd with
Oscar.That she didn't was a consequence of what she'd seen atthe Retreat. Dowd had dealt almost
casually with the prob?lem of the corpses, dispatching them with the efficiency ofone who had covered
for his employer in similar circum?stances before. Nor had he sought commendation for hislabor, at least
not within earshot of her. When the relation?ship between master and servant was so ingrained that a
criminal act—the disposal of murdered flesh—was passed over as an unremarkable duty, it was best,
she thought, notto come between them. It was she who was the interloperhere, the new girl who
dreamed she'd belonged to the mas?ter forever. She couldn't hope to have Oscar's ear the wayDowd
did, and any attempt to sow mistrust might easily re?bound upon her. She kept her silence, and things
went ontheir smooth way. Until the day of rain.

 2

 A trip to the opera had been planned for March second, and she had spent the latter half of the
afternoon in lei?surely preparation for the evening, idling over her choice ofdress and shoes, luxuriating in
indecision. Dowd had goneout at lunchtime, on urgent business for Oscar which sheknew better than to
inquire about. She'd been told uponher arrival at the house that any questions as to Oscar'sbusiness
would not be welcomed, and she'd never chal?lenged that edict: it was not the place of mistresses to do
so.But today, with Dowd uncharacteristically flustered as heleft, she found herself wondering, as she
bathed anddressed, what work Godolphin was about. Was he off in Yzordderrex, the city whose streets
she assumed Gentlenow walked with his soul mate the assassin? A mere twomonths before, with the
bells of London pealing in the New
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 Year, she'd sworn to go to Yzordderrex after him. Butshe'd been distracted from that ambition by the
very manwhose company she'd sought to take her there. Though her thoughts returned to that mysterious
city now, it was with?out her former appetite. She'd have liked to know if Gentlewas safe in those
summer streets—and might have enjoyeda description of its seamier quarter—but the fact that she'donce
sworn an oath to get there now seemed almost ab?surd. She had all that she needed here.

 It wasn't only her curiosity about the other Dominions that had been dulled by contentment; her curiosity
aboutevents in her own planet was similarly cool. Though the tel?evision burbled constantly in the corner
of her bedroom, itspresence soporific, she attended to its details scarcely at all and would not have
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noticed the midafternoon news bulle?tin, but that an item she caught in passing put her in mindof Charlie.

 Three bodies had been found in a shallow grave onHampstead Heath, the condition of the mutilated
corpses implying, the report said, some kind of ritualistic murder.Preliminary investigations further
suggested that the de?ceased had been known to the community of cultists andblack magic practitioners
in the city, some of whom, in thelight of other deaths or disappearances among their num?ber, believed
that a vendetta against them was under way.To round the piece off, there was footage of the police
searching the bushes and undergrowth of HampsteadHeath, while the rain fell and compounded their
misery.The report distressed her for two reasons, each related toone of the brothers. The first, that it
brought back memo?ries of Charlie, sitting in that stuffy little room in the clinic,watching the heath and
contemplating suicide. The second,that perhaps this vendetta might endanger Oscar, who wasas involved
in occult practices as any man alive.

 She fretted about this for the rest of the afternoon, herconcern deepening still further when Oscar failed
to return home by six. She put off dressing for the opera and waitedfor him downstairs, the front door
open, the rain beatingthe bushes around the step. He returned at six-forty with
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 Dowd, who had barely stepped through the door before hepronounced that there would be no opera
visit tonight:Godolphin contradicted him immediately, much to his cha?grin, telling Jude to go and get
ready; they'd be leaving intwenty minutes.

 As she dutifully headed upstairs, she heard Dowd say,"You know McGann wants to see you?"

 "We can do both," Oscar replied. "Did you put out theblack suit? No? What have you been doing all
day? No,don't tell me. Not on an empty stomach."

 Oscar looked handsome in black, and she told him sowhen, twenty-five minutes later, he came
downstairs. In re?sponse to the compliment, he smiled and made a smallbow.

 "And you were never lovelier," he replied. "You know,I don't have a photograph of you? I'd like one,
for my wal?let. We'll have Dowd organize it."

 By now, Dowd was conspicuous by his absence. Mostevenings he would play chauffeur, but tonight he
appar?ently had other business.

 "We're going to have to miss the first act," Oscar said asthey drove. "I've got a little errand to run in
Highgate, ifyou'll bear with me.""I don't mind," she said.

 He patted her hand. "It won't take long," he said.Perhaps because he didn't often take the wheel himself
he concentrated hard as he drove, and though the newsitem she'd seen was still very much in her mind
she wasloath to distract him with talk. They made good time,threading their way through the back streets
to avoid tho?roughfares clogged by rain-slowed traffic, and arriving in averitable cloudburst.

 "Here we are," he said, though the windshield was soawash she could barely see ten yards ahead. "You
stay inthe warm. I won't be long."

 He left her in the car and sprinted across a courtyard to?wards an anonymous building. Nobody came to
the frontdoor. It opened automatically and closed after him. Only when he'd disappeared, and the
thunderous drumming of
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 the rain on the roof had diminished somewhat, did she leanforward to peer out through the watery
windshield at the building itself. Despite the rain, she recognized instantly the tower from the dream of
blue eye. Without consciousinstruction her hand went to the door and opened it, as herbreath quickened
with denials.

 "Oh, no. Oh, no...."

 She got out of the car and turned her face up to the cold rainand to an even colder memory. She'd let
this place—and indeed the journey that had brought her here, her mind moving through the streets
touching this woman'sgrief and that woman's rage—slip into the dubious terri?tory that lay between
recollections of the real and those ofthe dreamed. In essence, she'd allowed herself to believe ithad never
happened. But here was the very place, to thewindow, to the brick. And if the exterior was so exactly as
she'd seen it, why should she doubt that the interior wouldbe any different?

 There'd been a labyrinthine cellar, she remembered, lined with shelves piled high with books and
manuscripts.There'd been a wall (lovers coupling against it) and, behind it, hidden from every sight but
hers, a cell in which a boundwoman had lain in darkness for a suffering age. She heardthe prisoner's
scream now, in her mind's ear: that howl ofmadness that had driven her up out of the ground and back
through the dark streets to the safety of her own house andhead. Was the woman still screaming, she
wondered, orhad she sunk back into the comatose state from whichshe'd been so unkindly woken? The
thought of her painbrought tears to Jude's eyes, mingling with the rain.

 "What are you doing?"

 Oscar had reappeared from the tower and was hurryingacross the gravel towards her, his jacket raised
and tentedover his head.

 "My dear, you'll freeze to death. Get in the car. Please, please.Get in the car."

 She did as he suggested, the rain running down her neck.

 "I'm sorry," she said. "I...I wondered where you'd
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 gone, that was all. Then...I don't know...the placeseemed familiar."

 "It's a place of no importance," he said. "You're shiver?ing. Would you prefer we didn't go to the
opera?"

 "Would you mind?"

 "Not in the least. Pleasure shouldn't be a trial. You're wet and cold, and we can't have you getting a chill.
Onesickly individual's enough."

 She didn't question this last remark; there was too much;else on her mind. She wanted to sob, though
whether out of joy or sorrow she wasn't sure. The dream she'd come to dis?miss as fancy was founded
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in solid fact, and this solid factbeside her—Godolphin—was in turn touched by some?thing momentous.
She'd been persuaded by his practicedunderstatement: the way he talked of traveling to the Do?minions
as he would of boarding a train, and his expedi?tions in Yzordderrex as a form of tourism as yet
unavailable to the great unwashed. But his reductionismwas a screen—whether he was aware of the fact
or not—a ploy to conceal the greater significance of his business. Hisignorance, or arrogance, might well
kill him, she began tosuspect: which thought was the sorrow in her. And the joy?That she might save him,
and he learn to love her out ofgratitude.

 Back at the house they both changed out of their formalattire. When she emerged from her room on the
top floorshe found him on the stairs, waiting for her.

 "I wonder... perhaps we should talk?"

 They went downstairs into the tasteful clutter of thelounge. The rain beat against the window. He drew
the cur?tains and poured them brandies to fortify them against thecold. Then he sat down opposite her.

 "We have a problem, you and I."

 "We do?"

 "There's so much we have to say to each other. At least ... here am I presuming it's reciprocal, but for
myself, cer?tainly .. . certainly I've got a good deal I want to say, andI'm damned if I know where to
begin. I'm aware that I owe
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 you explanations, about what you saw at the estate, about

 Dowd and the voiders, about what I did to Charlie. The list goeson. And I've tried, really I have, to find
some way to

 make it all clear to you. But the truth is, I'm not sure of the truth myself. Memory plays such tricks"—she
made a mur-mur of agreement—"especially when you're dealing with

 places and people who seem to belong half in your dreams.

 Or in your nightmares." He drained his glass and reached for the bottle he'd set on the table beside him.

 "I don't like Dowd," she said suddenly. "And I don't

 trust him."

 He looked up from refilling his glass. "That's percep-tive," he said. "You want some more brandy?" She
prof-fered her glass, and he poured her an ample measure. "Iagree with you," he said. "He's a dangerous
creature, for a number of reasons."

 "Can't you get rid of him?"

 "He knows too much, I'm afraid. He'd be more danger-ous out of my employ than in it."
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 "Has he got something to do with these murders? Justtoday, I saw the news—"

 He waved her inquiry away. "You don't need to knowabout any of that, my dear," he said."But if you're
at risk—"

 "I'm not. I'm not. At least be reassured about that.""So you know all about it?"

 "Yes," he said heavily. "I know a little something. Andso does Dowd. In fact, he knows more about this
whole sit?uation than you and I put together."

 She wondered about this. Did Dowd know about theprisoner behind the wall, for instance, or was that a
secretshe had entirely to herself? If so, perhaps she'd be wise to keep it that way. When so many players
in this game hadinformation she lacked, sharing anything—even withOscar—might weaken her position;
perhaps threaten herlife. Some part of her nature not susceptible to the blan?dishments of luxury or the
need for love was lodged behindthat wall with the woman she'd woken. She would leave it
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 there, safe in the darkness. The rest—anything else sheknew—she'd share.

 "You're not the only one who crosses over," she said."A friend of mine went."

 "Really?" he said. "Who?"

 "His name's Gentle. Actually, his real name's Za-charias. John Furie Zacharias. Charlie knew him a little."

 "Charlie. . . ." Oscar shook his head. "Poor Charlie."Then he said, "Tell me about Gentle."

 "It's complicated," she said. "When I left Charlie he gotvery vengeful. He hired somebody to kill me...."

 She went on to tell Oscar about the murder attempt inNew York and Gentle's later intervention; then
about theevents of New Year's Eve. As she related this she had thedistinct impression that at least some
of what she was tell?ing him he already knew, a suspicion confirmed when she'dfinished her description
of Gentle's removal from this Do?minion.

 "The mystif took him?" he said. "My God, that's arisk!"

 "What's a mystif?" she asked.

 "A very rare creature indeed. One would be born intothe Eurhetemec tribe once in a generation. They're
reput?edly extraordinary lovers. As I understand it, they have nosexual identity, except as a function of
their partner's de?sire."

 "That sounds like Gentle's idea of paradise."

 "As long as you know what you want," Oscar said. "Ifyou don't I daresay it could get very confusing."

 She laughed. "He knows what he wants, believe me."

 "You speak from experience?"
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 "Bitter experience."

 "He may have bitten off more than he can chew, so tospeak, keeping the company of a mystif. My friend
inYzordderrex—Peccable—had a mistress for a while who'dbeen a madam. She'd had a very plush
establishment inPatashoqua, and she and I got on famously. She kept telling me I should become a white
slaver and bring her girls fromthe Fifth, so she could start a new business in Yzordderrex.
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 She reckoned we'd have made a fortune. We never did it,of course. But we both enjoyed talking about
things vene?real. It's a pity that word's so tainted, isn't it? You say vene? real,and people immediately
think of disease, instead ofVenus... ." He paused, seeming to have lost his way, thensaid, "Anyway, she
told me once that she'd employed amystif for a while in her bordello, and it caused her no endof
problems. She'd almost had to close her place, becauseof the reputation she got. You'd think a creature
like thatwould make the ultimate whore, wouldn't you? But appar?ently a lot of customers just didn't
want to see their desiresmade flesh." He watched her as he spoke, a smile playingaround his lips. "I can't
imagine why."

 "Maybe they were afraid of what they were."

 "You'd consider that foolish, I assume."

 "Yes, of course. What you are, you are."

 "That's a hard philosophy to live up to."

 "No harder than running away."

 "Oh, I don't know. I've thought about running awayquite a lot of late. Disappearing forever."

 "Really?" she said, trying to stifle any show of agitation. "Why?"

 "Too many birds coming home to roost."

 "But you're staying?"

 "I vacillate. England's so pleasant in the spring. And I'dmiss the cricket in the summer months."

 "They play cricket everywhere, don't they?"

 "Not in Yzordderrex they don't."

 "You'd go there forever?"

 "Why not? Nobody would find me, because nobodywould ever guess where I'd gone."

 "I'd know."

 "Then maybe I'd have to take you with me," he said ten?tatively, almost as though he were making the
proposal inall seriousness and was afraid of being refused. "Could youbear that thought?" he said. "Of
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leaving the Fifth, I mean."

 "I could bear it."

 He paused. Then: "I think it's about time I showed you
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 some of my treasures," he said, rising from his chair."Come on."

 She'd known from oblique remarks of Dowd's that the locked room on the second floor contained some
kind ofcollection, but its nature, when he finally unlocked thedoor and ushered her in, astonished her.

 "All this was collected in the Dominions," Oscar ex?plained, "and brought back by hand."

 He escorted her around the room, giving her a capsulesummary of what some of the stranger objects
were andbringing from hiding tiny items she might otherwise haveoverlooked. Into the former category,
among others, wentthe Boston Bowl and Gaud Maybellome's Encyclopedia of Heavenly Signs;into the
latter a bracelet of beetles caughtby the killing jar in their daisy chain coupling—fourteen generations, he
explained, male entering female, and fe?male in turn devouring the male in front, the circle joinedby the
youngest female and the oldest male, who, by dint ofthe latter's suicidal acrobatics, were face to face.

 She had many questions, of course, and he was pleased to play the teacher. But there were several
inquiries he had no answers to. Like the empire looters from whom he wasdescended, he'd assembled
the collection with commit?ment, taste, and ignorance in equal measure. Yet when hespoke qf the
artifacts, even those whose function he had noclue to, there was a touching fervor in his tone, familiar as
he was with the tiniest detail of the tiniest piece.

 "You gave some objects to Charlie, didn't you?" shesaid.

 "Once in a while. Did you see them?"

 "Yes, indeed," she said, the brandy tempting her tongueto confess the dream of the blue eye, her brain
resisting it.

 "If things had been different," Oscar said, "Charliemight have been the one wandering the Dominions. I
owehim a glimpse."

 " 'A piece of the miracle,' " she quoted.

 "That's right. But I'm sure he felt ambivalent aboutthem."

 "That was Charlie."
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 "True, true. He was too English for his own good. He never had the courage of his feelings, except
where youwere concerned. And who could blame him?"

 She looked up from the trinket she was studying to findthat she too was a subject of study, the look on
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his face un?equivocal.

 "It's a family problem," he said. "When it comes to... matters of the heart."

 This confession made, a look of discomfort crossed hisface, and his hand went to his ribs. "I'll leave you
to lookaround if you like," he said. "There's nothing in here that'sreally volatile."

 "Thank you."

 "Will you lock up after yourself?"

 "Of course."

 She watched him go, unable to think of anything to de?tain him, but feeling forsaken once he'd gone. She
heardhim go to his bedroom, which was down the hall on thesame floor, and close the door behind him.
Then she turnedher attention back to the treasures on the shelves. Itwouldn't stay there, however. She
wanted to touch, and betouched by, something warmer than these relics. After afew moments of
hesitation she left them in the dark, lock?ing the door behind her. She would take the key back tohim,
she'd decided. If his words of admiration were notsimply flattery—if he had bed on his mind—she'd
know itsoon enough. And if he rejected her, at least there'd be anend to this trial by doubt.

 She knocked on the bedroom door. There was no reply.There was light seeping from under the door,
however, soshe knocked again and then turned the handle and, sayinghis name softly, entered. The lamp
beside the bed wasburning, illuminating an ancestral portrait that hung overit. Through its gilded window a
severe and sallow individ?ual gazed down on the empty sheets. Hearing the sound ofrunning water from
the adjacent bathroom, Jude crossedthe bedroom, taking in a dozen details of this, his most pri?vate
chamber, as she did so: the plushness of the pillowsand the linen; the spirit decanter and glass beside the
bed;
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 the cigarettes and ashtray on a small heap of well-thumbedpaperbacks- Without declaring herself, she
pushed thedoor open. Oscar was sitting on the edge of the bath in hisundershorts, dabbing a washcloth
to a partially healedwound in his side. Reddened water ran over the furry swellof his belly. Hearing her,
he looked up. There was pain onhis face.

 She didn't attempt to offer an excuse for being there,nor did he request one. He simply said, "Charlie did
it."

 "You should see a doctor."

 "I don't trust doctors. Besides, it's getting better." Hetossed the washcloth into the sink. "Do you make a
habit ofwalking into bathrooms unannounced?" he said. "Youcould have walked in on something even
less—"

 "Venereal?" she said.

 "Don't mock me," he replied. "I'm a crude seducer, Iknow. It comes from years of buying company."

 "Would you be more comfortable buying me?" she said.
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 "My God," he replied, his look appalled. "What do youtake me for?"

 "A lover," she said plainly. "My lover?"

 "I wonder if you know what you're saying?"

 "What I don't know I'll learn," she said. "I've been hid?ing from myself, Oscar. Putting everything out of
my head so I wouldn't feel anything. But I feel a lot. And I want youto know that."

 "I know," he said. "More than you can understand, Iknow. And it makes me afraid, Judith."

 "There's nothing to be afraid of," she said, astonishedthat it was she who was mouthing these words of
reassur?ance when he was the elder and presumably the stronger,the wiser. She reached out and put her
palm flat against hismassive chest. He bent forward to kiss her, his mouthclosed until he met hers and
found it open. One hand wentaround her back, the other to her breast, her murmur ofpleasure smeared
between their mouths. His touch moveddown, over her stomach, past her groin, to hoist up her skirtand
retrace its steps. His fingers found her sopping—she'dbeen wet since first stepping into the treasure
room—and
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 he slid his whole hand down into the hot pouch of her un?derwear, pressing the heel of his palm against
the top of hersex while his long middle digit sought out her fundament,gently catching its flukes with his
nail.

 "Bed," she said.

 He didn't let her go. They made an ungainly exit fromthe bathroom, with him guiding her backwards until
shefelt the edge of the bed behind her thighs. There she satdown, taking hold of the waistband of his
blood-stained shorts and easing them down while she kissed his belly. Suddenly bashful, he reached to
stop her, but she pulledthem down until his penis appeared. It was a curiosity.Only a little engorged, it
had been deprived of its foreskin,which made its outlandishly bulbous, carmine head look even more
inflamed than the wound in its wielder's side.The stem was very considerably thinner and paler, itslength
knotted with veins bearing blood to its crown. If itwas this disproportion that embarrassed him he had no
need, and to prove her pleasure she put her lips against thehead. His objecting hand was no longer in
evidence. Sheheard him make a little moan above, and looked up to see him staring down at her with
something very like awe onhis face. Sliding her fingers beneath testicles and stem, sheraised the curiosity
to her mouth and took it inside; thenshe dropped both hands to her blouse and began to unbut? ton. But
he'd no sooner started to harden in her mouththan he murmured a denial, withdrew his member, and
stepped back from her, pulling up his underwear.

 "Why are you doing this?" he said.

 "I'm enjoying it."

 He was genuinely agitated, she saw, shaking his head,covering the bulge in his underwear in a new fit of
bashful-ness.

 "For whose sake?" he said. "You don't have to, youknow."
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 "I know."

 "I wonder?" he said, genuine puzzlement in his voice.

 "I don't want to use you."

 "I wouldn't let you."
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 "Maybe you wouldn't know."

 This remark inflamed her. A rage rose such as she'd notfelt in a long while. She stood up.

 "I know what I want," she said, "but I'm not about tobeg for it."

 "That's not what I'm saying."

 "What are you saying?"

 "That I want you too."

 "So do something about it," she said.

 He seemed to find her fury freshly arousing and steppedtowards her again, saying her name in a voice
almost pained with feeling. "I'd like to undress you," he said."Would you mind?"

 "No."

 "I don't want you to do anything—"

 "Then I won't."

 "—except lie down."

 She did so. He turned off the bathroom light, then cameto the edge of the bed and looked down at her.
His bulkwas emphasized by the light from the lamp, which threw hisshadow up to the ceiling. Quantity
had never seemed anarousing quality hitherto, but in him she found it intensely attractive, evidence as it
was of his excesses and his appe?tites. Here was a man who would not be contained by oneworld, one
set of experiences, but who was kneeling nowlike a slave in front of her, his expression that of one ob?
sessed.

 With consummate tenderness, he began to undress her. She'd known fetishists before—men to whom
she was not an individual but a hook upon which some particular itemwas hung for worship. If there was
any such particular inthis man's head, it was the body he now began to uncover,proceeding to do so in an
order and manner that madesome fevered sense to him. First he slipped off her under?pants; then he
finished unbuttoning her blouse, without re?moving it. Next he teased her breasts from her bra, so that
they were available to his toying, but then didn't play therebut went to her shoes, removing them and
setting them be?side the bed before hoisting up her skirt so as to have a
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 view of her sex. Here his eyes lingered, his fingers advanc?ing up her thigh to the crease of her groin,
then retreating. Not once did he look at her face. She looked at his, how?ever, enjoying the zeal and
veneration there. Finally he re?warded his own diligence with kisses. First on her lowerlegs, moving up
towards her knees; then her stomach and her breasts, and finally returning to her thighs and up intothe
place he'd forbidden them both till now. She was readyfor pleasure, and he supplied it, his huge hand
caressing herbreasts as he tongued her. She closed her eyes as he un?folded her, alive to every drop of
moisture on her labia andlegs. When he rose from this to finish undressing her—skirtfirst, then blouse and
bra—her face was hot and her breathfast. He tossed the clothes onto the floor and stood upagain, taking
her knees and pushing them up and back,spreading her for his delectation, and holding her there,prettily
exposed.

 "Finger yourself," he said, not letting her go.

 She put her hands between her legs and made a show forhim. He'd slickened her well, but her fingers
went deeperthan his tongue, readying herself for the curiosity. Hegorged on the sight, meanwhile, glancing
up to her face sev?eral times, then returning to the spectacle below. All traceof his previous hesitation had
gone. He encouraged herwith his admiration, calling her a host of sweet names, his tented underwear
proof—as if she needed it—of hisarousal. She started to push her hips up from the bed tomeet her
fingers, and he took firmer grip of her knees asshe moved, opening her wider still. Lifting his right hand to
his mouth he licked his middle finger and put it downagainst her pucker of her other hole, rubbing it
gently.

 "Will you suck me now?" he asked her. "Just a little?"

 "Show me it," she said.

 He stepped away from her and took off his underwear.The curiosity was now fully risen and florid. She
sat up andput it back between her lips, one hand holding it by its puls?ing root while the other continued
its dalliance with herown sex. She'd never been good at guessing the point atwhich the milk boiled over,
so she took it from the heat of
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 her mouth to cool him a little, glancing up at him as she did so. Either the extraction or her glance set him
off, however.

 "Damn!" he said. "Damn!", and started to step backfrom her, his hand going down to his groin to take
the curi?osity in a stranglehold.

 It seemed he might have succeeded, as two desultory dribbles ran from its head. Then his testicles
unleashedtheir flood, and it came forth in uncommon abundance. Hemoaned as it came, as much in
self-admonishment as plea? sure, she thought, that assumption confirmed when he'demptied his sac upon
the floor.

 "I'm sorry ..." he said, ".., I'm sorry...."

 "There's no need," she said, standing up and putting herlips to his. He continued to murmur his apologies,
however.
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 "I haven't done that in a long time," he said. "So adoles?cent."

 She kept her silence, knowing anything she said wouldonly begin a further round of self-reproach. He
slippedaway into the bathroom to find a towel. When he returnedshe was picking up her clothes.

 "Are you going?" he said.

 "Only to my room."

 "Do you have to?" he said. "I know that wasn't much ofa performance, but . . . the bed's big enough for
us both.And I don't snore."

 "The bed's enormous."

 "So ... would you stay?" he said.

 "I'd like to."

 He made a charming smile. "I'm honored," he said."Will you excuse me a moment?"

 He switched the bathroom light back on and disap?peared inside, closing the door, leaving her to lie
back onthe bed and wonder at this whole turn of events. Its veryoddness seemed appropriate. After all,
this whole journeyhad begun with an act of misplaced love: love become mur?der. Now a new
dislocation. Here she was, lying in the bed of a man with a body far from beautiful, whose bulk shelonged
to have upon her; whose hands were capable of fra?tricide but aroused her like none she'd ever known;
who'd
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 walked more worlds than an opium poet, but couldn't speak love without stumbling; who was a titan,
and yet.afraid. She made a nest among his duck-down pillows and waited there for him to come back
and tell her a story oflove.

 He reappeared after a long while and slipped beneath the sheets beside her. True to her imaginings, he
said he loved her at last, but only once he'd turned the light out,and his eyes were not available for study.

 When she slept, it was deeply, and when she woke again, it was like sleeping, dark and pleasurable, the
former becausethe drapes were still drawn, and between their cracks shecould see that the sky was still
benighted, the latter becauseOscar was behind her, and inside. One of his hands was upon her breast,
the other lifting her leg so that he couldease his upward stroke. He'd entered her with skill and dis?
cretion, she realized. Not only had he not stirred her until he was embedded, but he'd chosen the virgin
passage,which—had he suggested it while she was awake—she'dhave attempted to coax him from,
fearing the discomfort.In truth, there was none, though the sensation was quiteunlike anything she'd felt
before. He kissed her neck andshoulder blade, light kisses, as though he was unaware ofher wakefulness.
She made it known with a sigh. His strokeslowed and stopped, but she pressed her buttocks back to
meet his thrust, satisfying his curiosity as to the limit of itsaccess, which was to say none. She was happy
to accept himentirely, trapping his hand against her breast to press it to rougher service, while putting her
own at the connectingplace. He'd dutifully slipped on a condom before entering her, which, together with
the fact that he'd already pouredforth once tonight, made him a near perfect lover: slow and certain.
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 She didn't use the dark to reconfigure him. The manpressing his face into her hair, and biting at her
shoulder, wasn't—like the mystif he'd described—a reflection ofimagined ideals. It was Oscar
Godolphin, paunch, curios?ity, and all. What she did reconfigure was herself, so that
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 she became in her mind's eye a glyph of sensation: a linedividing from the coil of her pierced core, up
through herbelly to the points of her breasts, then intersecting again ather nape, crossing and becoming
woven spirals beneath thehood of her skull. Her imagination added a further refine?ment, inscribing a
circle around this figure, which burned inthe darkness behind her lips like a vision. Her rapture was
perfected then: being an abstraction in his arms, yet plea?sured like flesh. There was no greater luxury.

 He asked if they might move, saying only, "Thewound..." by way of explanation.

 She went onto her hands and knees, he slipping from herfor a tormenting moment while she did so, then
putting thecuriosity back to work. His rhythm instantly became moreurgent, his fingers in her sex, his
voice in her head, bothexpressing ecstasy. The glyph brightened in her mind's eye,fiery from end to end.
She yelled out to him, first only yesand yes, then plainer demands, inflaming him to new inven?tion. The
glyph became blinding, burning away all thoughtof where she was, or what; all memory of conjunctions
pastsubsumed in this perpetuity.

 She was not even aware that he'd spent himself until shefelt him withdrawing, and then she reached
behind her to keep him inside a while longer. He obliged. She enjoyedthe sensation of his softening inside
her, and even, finally,his exiting, the tender muscle yielding its prisoner reluc?tantly. Then he rolled over
onto the bed beside her andreached for the light. It was dim enough not to sting, butstill too bright, and
she was about to protest when she sawthat he was putting his fingers to his injured side. Their con?gress
had unknitted the wound. Blood was running from itin two directions: down towards the curiosity, still
nestledin the condom, and down his side to the sheet.

 "It's all right," he said as she made to get up. "It looksworse than it is."

 "It still needs something to staunch it," she said.

 "That's good Godolphin blood," he said, wincing andgrinning at the same moment. His gaze went from
her face
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 to the portrait above the bed. "It's always flowed freely,"he said.

 "He doesn't look as though he approved of us," shesaid.

 "On the contrary," Oscar replied. "I know for a facthe'd adore you. Joshua understood devotion."

 She looked at the wound again. Blood was seeping be?tween his fingers.

 "Won't you let me cover that up?" she said. "It makesme queasy."

 "For you ... anything."
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 "Have you got any dressing?"

 "Dowd's probably got some, but 1 don't want him know?ing about us. At least, not yet. Let's keep it our
secret."

 "You, me, and Joshua," she said.

 "Even Joshua doesn't know what we got up to," Oscarsaid, without a trace of irony audible in his voice.
"Why doyou think 1 turned the light out?"

 In lieu of fresh dressing she went through to the bath?room to find a towel. While she was doing so he
spoke toher through the open door.

 "I meant what I said, by the way," he told her.

 "About what?"

 "That I'll do anything for you. At least, anything that's in my power to do or give. I want you to stay with
me, Judith.I'm no Adonis, I know that. But I learned a lot from Joshua ... about devotion, 1 mean." She
emerged with the towel tobe greeted by the same offer. "Anything you want."

 "That's very generous."

 "The pleasure's in the giving," he said.

 "I think you know what I'd like most."

 He shook his head. "I'm no good at guessing games.Only cricket. Just tell me."

 She sat down on the edge of the bed and gently tuggedhis hand from the wound in his side, wiping the
blood frombetween his fingers.

 "Say it," he told her.

 "Very well," she said. "I want you to take me out of this Dominion, I want you to show me
Yzordderrex."

 25

 I

 Twenty-two days after emerging from the icy wastes of theJokalaylau into the balmier climes of the Third
Domin?ion—days which had seen Pie and Gentle's fortunes risedramatically as they journeyed through
the Third's diverseterritories—the wanderers were standing on a station plat?form outside the tiny town
of Mai-ke, waiting for the trainthat once a week came through on its way from the city oflahmandhas, in
the northeast, to L'Himby, half a day'sjourney to the south.

 They were eager to be departing. Of all the towns andvillages they'd visited in the past three weeks,
Mai-ke hadbeen the least welcoming. It had its reasons. It was a com?munity under siege from the
Dominion's two suns, therains which brought the region its crops having failed tomaterialize for six
consecutive years. Terraces and fieldsthat should have been bright with shoots were virtuallydust bowls,
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stocks hoarded against this eventuality criti?cally depleted. Famine was imminent, and the village was in
no mood to entertain strangers. The previous night theentire populace had been out hi the drab streets
prayingaloud, these imprecations led by their spiritual leaders,who had about them the air of men whose
invention wasnearing its end. The noise, so unmusical Gentle had ob?served that it would irritate the most
sympathetic of deities,had gone on until first light, making sleep impossible. As aconsequence, exchanges
between Pie and Gentle weresomewhat tense this morning.

 They were not the only travelers waiting for the train. A fanner from Mai-ke" had brought a herd of
sheep onto theplatform, some of them so emaciated it was a wonder they could stand, and the flock had
brought with them clouds ofthe local pest: an insect called a zarzi, that had the wing-span of a dragonfly
and a body as fat and furred as a bee. It
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 fed on sheep ticks, unless it could find something moretempting. Gentle's blood fell into this latter
category, andthe lazy whine of the zarzi was never far from his ears as hewaited in the midday heat. Their
one informant in Mai-ke,a woman called Hairstone Banty, had predicted that thetrain would be on time,
but it was already well overdue,which didn't augur well for the hundred other pieces of ad?vice she'd
offered them the night before.

 Swatting zarzi to left and right, Gentle emerged fromthe shade of the platform building to peer down the
track. It ran without crook or bend to its vanishing point, emptyevery mile of the way. On the rails a few
yards from wherehe stood, rats, a gangrenous variety called graveolents, to?ed and fro-ed, gathering
dead grasses for the nests theywere constructing between the rails and the gravel the rails were set upon.
Their industry only served to irritate Gentle further.

 "We're stuck here forever," he said to Pie, who wassquatting on the platform making marks on the stone
with a sharp pebble. "This is Hairstone's revenge on a couple of hoopreo."

 He'd heard this term whispered in their presence count?less times. It meant anything from exotic stranger
to repug?nant leper, depending on the facial expression of thespeaker. The people of Mai-ke were keen
face-pullers, andwhen they'd used the word in Gentle's company there waslittle doubt which end of the
scale of affections they had inmind.

 "It'll come," said Pie. "We're not the only ones wait?ing."

 Two more groups of travelers had appeared on the plat?form in the last few minutes: a family of
Mai'keacs, three generations represented, who had tugged everything theyowned down to the station;
and three women in volumi?nous robes, then" heads shaved and plastered with whitemud, nuns of the
Goetic Kicaranki, an order as despised inMai-k6 as any well-fed hoopreo. Gentle took some comfort
from the appearance of these fellow travelers, but the trackwas still empty, the graveolents, who would
surely be the
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 first to sense any disturbance in the rails, going about theirnest building unperturbed. He wearied of
watching themvery quickly and turned his attention to Pie's scrawlings.

 "What are you doing?"
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 "I'm trying to work out how long we've been here."

 "Two days in Mai-ke, a day and a half on the road fromAttaboy—"

 "No, no," said the mystif, "I'm trying to work it out inEarth days. Right from first arriving in the
Dominions."

 "We tried that in the mountains, and we didn't get any?where."

 "That's because our brains were frozen stiff."

 "So have you done it?"

 "Give me a little time."

 "Time, we've got," Gentle said, returning his gaze to theantics of graveolents. "These little buggers'll have
grand?children by the time the damn train arrives."

 The mystif went on with its calculations, leaving Gentleto wander back into the comparative comfort of
the waitingroom, which, to judge by the sheep droppings on the floor,had been used to pen entire flocks
in the recent past. Thezarzi followed him, buzzing around his brow. He pulledfrom his ill-fitting jacket
(bought with money he and Piehad won gambling in Attaboy) a dog-eared copy of Fanny Hill —the
only volume in English, besides Pilgrim's Prog?ress, which he'd been able to purchase—and used it to
flailat the insects, then gave up. They'd tire of him eventually,or else he'd become immune to their attacks.
Whichever;he didn't care.

 He leaned against the graffiti-covered wall and yawned.He was bored. Of all things, bored! If, when
they'd first ar?rived in Vanaeph, Pie had suggested that a few weeks laterthe wonders of the Reconciled
Dominions would havebecome tedious, Gentle would have laughed the thoughtoff as nonsense. With a
gold-green sky above and the spiresof Patashoqua gleaming in the distance, the scope for ad?venture
had seemed endless. But by the time he'd reachedBeatrix—the fond memories of which had not been
en?tirely erased by images of its ruin—he was traveling like
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 any man in a foreign land, prepared for occasional revela?tions but persuaded that the nature of
conscious, curiousbipeds was a constant under any heaven. They'd seen agreat deal in the last few days,
to be sure, but nothing he might not have imagined had he not stayed at home andgot seriously drunk.

 Yes, there had been glorious sights. But there had alsobeen hours of discomfort, boredom, and banality.
On theirway to Mai-ke, for instance, they'd been exhorted to stay in some nameless hamlet to witness the
community's festival:the annual donkey drowning. The origins of this ritualwere, they were told, shrouded
in fabulous mystery. Theydeclined, Gentle remarking that this surely marked the nadir of their journey,
and traveled on in the back of awagon whose driver informed them that the vehicle hadserved his family
for six generations as a dung carrier. Hethen proceeded to explain at great length the life cycle ofhis
family's ancient foe, the pensanu, or shite rooster, abeast that with one turd could render an entire
wagonloadof dung inedible. They didn't press the man as to who in theregion dined thusly, but they
peered closely at their platesfor many days following.

 As he sat rolling the hard pellets of sheep dung under hisheel, Gentle turned his thoughts to the one high

Page  232



point in their journey across the Third. That was the town of Ef-fatoi, which Gentle had rechristened
Attaboy. It wasn'tthat large—the size of Amsterdam, perhaps, and with thatcity's charm—but it was a
gambler's paradise, drawingsouls addicted to chance from across the Dominion. Hereevery game in the
Imajica could be played. If your creditwasn't good in the casinos or the cock pits, you could al?ways find
a desperate man somewhere who'd bet on thecolor of your next piss if it was the only game on offer.
Working together with what was surely telepathic effi?ciency, Gentle and the mystif had made a small
fortune inthe city—in eight currencies, no less—enough to keep themin clothes, food, and train tickets
until they reached Yzord-derrex. It wasn't profit that had almost seduced Gentle intosetting up house
there, however. It was a local delicacy: a

 318                               CLIVE BARKER

 cake of strudel pastry and the honey-softened seeds of amarriage between peach and pomegranate,
which he atebefore they gambled to give him vim, then while they gam?bled to calm las nerves, and then
again in celebration whenthey'd won. It was only when Pie assured him that the con?fection would be
available elsewhere (and if it wasn't theynow had sufficient funds to hire their own pastry chef tomake it)
that Gentle was persuaded to depart. L'Himbycalled.

 "We have to move on," the mystif had said. "Scopiquewill be waiting."

 "You make it sound like he's expecting us."

 "I'm always expected," Pie said.

 "How long since you were in L'Himby?"

 "At least... two hundred and thirty years."

 "Then he'll be dead."

 "Not Scopique," Pie said. "It's important you see him,Gentle. Especially now, with so many changes in
the air."

 "If that's what you want to do, then we'll do it," Gentlehad replied, "How far is L'Himby?"

 "A day's journey, if we take the train."

 That had been the first mention Gentle had heard of the iron road that joined the city of lahmandhas and
L'Himby:the city of furnaces and the city of temples.

 "You'll like L'Himby," Pie had said. "It's a place ofmeditation."

 Rested and funded, they'd left Attaboy the followingmorning, traveling along the River Fefer for a day,
then,via Happi and Omootajive, into the province called theChed Lo Ched, the Flowering Place (now
bloomless), andfinally to Mai-ke, caught in the twin pincers of poverty andpuritanism.

 On the platform outside, Gentle heard Pie say, "Good."

 He raised himself from the comfort of the wall andstepped out into the sunshine again. "The train?" he
said.
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 "No. The calculations. I've finished them." The mystifstared down at the marks on the platform at its feet.
"Thisis only an approximation, of course, but I think it's soundwithin a day or two. Three at the most."
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 "So what day is it?"

 "Take a guess."

 "March...the tenth."

 "Way off," said Pie. "By these calculations, and remem?ber this is only an approximation, it's the
seventeenth ofMay."

 "Impossible."

 "It's true."

 "Spring's almost over."

 "Are you wishing you were back there?" Pie asked.

 Gentle chewed on this for a while, then said, "Not par?ticularly. I just wish the fucking trains ran on
time."

 He wandered to the edge of the platform and stareddown the line.

 "There's no sign," Pie said. "We'd be quicker going bydoeki."

 "You keep doing that—"

 "Doing what?"

 "Saying what's on the tip of my tongue. Are you readingmy mind?"

 "No," said the mystif, rubbing out its calculation with itssole.

 "So how did we win all that in Attaboy?"

 "You don't need teaching," Pie replied.

 "Don't tell me it comes naturally," Gentle said. "I'vegot through my entire life without winning a thing, and
sud?denly, when you're with me, I can do no wrong. That's nocoincidence. Tell me the truth."

 "That is the truth. You don't need teaching. Reminding,maybe...." Pie gave a little smile.

 "And that's another thing," Gentle said, snatching atone of the zarzi as he spoke.

 Much to his surprise, he actually caught it. He openedhis palm. He'd cracked its casing, and the blue
mush of itsinnards was oozing out, but it was still alive. Disgusted, he flicked his wrist, depositing the
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body on the platform at his feet. He didn't scrutinize the remains, but pulled up a fistfulof the sickly grass
that sprouted between the slabs of theplatform and set about scrubbing his palm with it.
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 "What were we talking about?" he said. Pie didn't reply."Oh, yes...things I'd forgotten." He looked down
at hisclean hand. "Pneuma," he said. "Why would I ever forgethaving a power like the pneuma?"

 "Either because it wasn't important to you anylonger—"

 "Which is doubtful."

 "—or you forgot because you wanted to forget."

 There was an oddness in the way the mystif pronouncedits reply which grated on Gentle's ear, but he
pursued theargument anyway.

 "Why would I want to forget?" he said.

 Pie looked back along the line. The distance was ob?scured by dust, but there were glimpses through it
of a clearsky.

 "Well?" said Gentle.

 "Maybe because remembering hurts too much," it said,without looking around.

 The words were even uglier to Gentle's ear than thereply that had preceded it. He caught the sense, but
onlywith difficulty.

 "Stop this," he said.

 "Stop what?"

 "Talking in that damn-fool way. It turns my gut."

 "I'm not doing anything," the mystif said, its voice stilldistorted, but now more subtly. "Trust me. I'm
doing noth?ing."

 "So tell me about the pneuma," Gentle said. "I want toknow how 1 came by a power like that."

 Pie started to reply, but this time the words were sobadly disfigured, and the sound itself so ugly, it was
like a fist in Gentle's stomach, stirring the stew there.

 "Jesus!" he said, rubbing his belly in a vain attempt tosoothe the churning. "Whatever you're playing at—"

 "It's not me," Pie protested. "It's you. You don't wantto hear what I'm saying."

 "Yes, I do,"Gentle said, wiping beads of chilly sweat from around his mouth. "I want answers. I want
straightanswers!"
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 Grimly, Pie started to speak again, but immediately the waves of nausea climbed Gentle's gut with fresh
zeal. The pain in his belly was sufficient to bend him double, but hewas damned if the mystif was going to
keep anything from him. It was a matter of principle now. He studied Pie's lipsthrough narrowed eyes,
but after a few words the mystifstopped speaking.

 "Tell me!" Gentle said, determined to have Pie obeyhim even if he could make no sense of the words.
"Whathave I done that I want to forget so badly? Tell me!"

 Its face all reluctance, the mystif once again opened itsmouth. The words, when they came, were so
hopelesslycorrupted Gentle could barely grasp a fraction of theirsense. Something about power.
Something about death.

 Point proved, he waved the source of this excrementaldin away and turned his eyes in search of a sight
to calm hisbelly. But the scene around him was a convention of littlehorrors: a graveolent making its
wretched nest beneath the rails; the perspective of the track, snatching his eye into thedust; the dead zarzi
at his feet, its egg sac split, spattering itsunborn onto the stone. This last image, vile as it was,brought food
to mind. The harbor meal in Yzordderrex:fish within fish within fish, the littlest filled with eggs. Thethought
defeated him. He tottered to the edge of the plat?form and vomited onto the rails, his gut convulsing. He
didn't have that much in his belly, but the heaves went onand on until his abdomen ached and tears of
pain ran fromhis eyes. At last he stepped back from the platform edge,shuddering. The smell of his
stomach was still in his nos?trils, but the spasms were steadily diminishing. From thecorner of his eye he
saw Pie approach.

 "Don't come near me!" he said. "I don't want youtouching me!"

 He turned his back on the vomit and its cause andretired to the shade of the waiting room, sitting down
onthe hard wood bench, putting his head against the wall, and closing his eyes. As the pain eased and
finally disappeared,his thoughts turned to the purpose behind Pie's assault.He'd quizzed the mystif several
times over the past four
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 and a half months about the problem of power: how it wascome by and—more particularly—how he,
Gentle, hadcome to possess it. Pie's replies had been oblique in the ex?treme, but Gentle hadn't felt any
great urge to get to thebottom of the question. Perhaps subconsciously he hadn't really wanted to know.
Classically, such gifts had conse?quences, and he was enjoying his role as getter and wielderof power
too much to want it spoiled with talk of hubris.He'd been content to be fobbed off with hints and equivo?
cation, and he might have continued to be content, if hehadn't been irritated by the zarzi and the lateness
of theL'Himby train, bored and ready for an argument. But thatwas only half the issue. He'd pressed the
mystif, certainly,but he'd scarcely goaded it. The attack seemed out of allproportion to the offense. He'd
asked an innocent questionand been turned inside out for doing so. So much for allthat loving talk in the
mountains.

 "Gentle..."

 "Fuck you."

 "The train,Gentle..."
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 "What about it?"

 "It's coming."

 He opened his eyes. The mystif was standing in thedoorway, looking forlorn.

 "I'm sorry that had to happen," it said.

 "It didn't have to," Gentle said. "You made it happen."

 "Truly I didn't."

 "What was it then? Something I ate?"

 "No. But there are some questions—"

 "That make me sick."

 "—that have answers you don't want to hear."

 "What do you take me for?" Gentle said, his tone allquiet contempt. "I ask a question, you fill my head
with somuch shit for an answer that I throw up, and then it's myfault for asking in the first place? What
kind of fucked-uplogic is that?"

 The mystif raised its hands in mock surrender. "I'm notgoing to argue," it said.

 "Damn right," Gentle replied.
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 Any further exchange would have been impractical any?way, with the sound of the train's approach
steadily gettinglouder, and its arrival being greeted by cheers and clappingfrom an audience that had
gathered on the platform. Stillfeeling delicate when he stood, Gentle followed Pie outinto the crowd.

 It seemed half the inhabitants of Mai-ke had come downto the station. Most, he assumed, were
sightseers ratherthan potential travelers; the train a distraction from hungerand unanswered prayers. There
were some families herewho planned to board, however, pressing through thecrowd with their luggage.
What privations they'd enduredto purchase their escape from Mai-ke could only be imag?ined. There
was much sobbing as they embraced those theywere leaving behind, most of whom were old folk, who
tojudge by their grief did not expect to see their children andgrandchildren again. The journey to
L'Himby, which forGentle and Pie was little more than a jaunt, was for them a departure into memory.

 That said, there could be few more spectacular means ofdeparture in the Imajica than the massive
locomotivewhich was only now emerging from a cloud of evaporating steam. Whoever had made
blueprints for this roaring, glis?tening machine knew its earth counterpart—the kind oflocomotives
outdated in the West but still serving in Chinaand India—very well. Their imitation was not so slavish asto
suppress a certain decorative joie de vivre—it had been painted so gaudily it looked like the male of the
species insearch of a mate—but beneath the daubings was a machinethat might have steamed into King's
Cross or Marylebone in the years following the Great War. It drew six carriages and as many freight
vehicles again, two of the latter beingloaded with the flock of sheep.
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 Pie had already been down the line of carriages and wasnow coming back towards Gentle.

 "The second. It's fuller down the other end."

 They got in. The interiors had once been lush, but usagehad taken its toll. Most of the seats had been
stripped ofboth padding and headrests, and some were missing backs
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 entirely. The floor was dusty, and the walls—which hadonce been decorated in the same riot as the
engine—werein dire need of a fresh coat of paint. There were only twoother occupants, both male, both
grotesquely fat, and bothwearing frock coats from which elaborately bound limbs emerged, lending them
the look of clerics who'd escapedfrom an accident ward. Their features were minuscule,crowded in the
center of each face as if clinging togetherfor fear of drowning in fat. Both were eating nuts, crackingthem
in their pudgy fists and dropping little rains of pulver?ized shell on the floor between them.

 "Brothers of the Boulevard," Pie remarked as Gentletook a seat, as far from the nut-crackers as
possible.

 Pie sat across the aisle from him, the bag containingwhat few belongings they'd accrued to date
alongside.There was then a long delay, while recalcitrant animalswere beaten and cajoled into boarding
for what they per?haps knew was a ride to the slaughterhouse and those onthe platform made their final
farewells. It wasn't just thevows and tears that came in through the windows. So did the stench of the
animals, and the inevitable zarzi, thoughwith the Brothers and their meal to attract them the insects were
uninterested in Gentle's flesh.

 Wearied by the hours of waiting and wrung out by his nausea, Gentle dozed and finally fell into so deep
a sleep that the train's long-delayed departure didn't stir him, andwhen he woke two hours of their
journey had alreadypassed. Very little had changed outside the window. Here were the same expanses
of gray-brown earth that hadstretched around Mai-ke, clusters of dwellings, built frommud in times of
water and barely distinguishable from the ground they stood upon, dotted here and there. Occasion?ally
they would pass a plot of land—either blessed with a spring or better irrigated than the ground around
it—fromwhich life was rising; even more occasionally saw workersbending to reap a healthy crop. But
generally the scene wasjust as Hairstone Banty had predicted. There would bemany hours of dead land,
she'd said; then they would travelthrough the Steppes, and over the Three Rivers, to the
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 province of Bern, of which L'Himby was the capital city.Gentle had doubted her competence at the time
(she'dbeen smoking a weed too pungent to be simply pleasur?able, and wearing something unseen
elsewhere in the town:a smile) but dope fiend or no, she knew her geography.

 As they traveled, Gentle's thoughts turned once again tothe origins of the power Pie had somehow
awakened inhim. If, as he suspected, the mystif had touched a hithertopassive portion of his mind and
given him access tocapabilities dormant in all human beings, why was it sodamned reluctant to admit the
fact? Hadn't Gentle provedin the mountains that he was more than willing to acceptthe notion of mind
embracing mind? Or was that co-min?gling now an embarrassment to the mystif, and its assaulton the
platform a way to reestablish a distance betweenthem? If so, it had succeeded. They traveled half a day
without exchanging a single word.
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 In the heat of the afternoon, the train stopped at a smalltown and lingered there while the flock from
Mai-kedisembarked. No less than four suppliers of refreshmentscame through the train while it waited,
one exclusively car?rying pastries and candies, among which Gentle found avariation on the honey and
seed cake that had almost kept him in Attaboy. He bought three slices, and then two cupsof
well-sweetened coffee from another merchant, the com?bination of which soon enlivened his torpid
system. For its part, the mystif bought and ate dried fish, the smell ofwhich drove Gentle even farther
from its side.

 As the shout came announcing their imminent depar?ture, Pie suddenly sprang up and darted to the
door. Thethought went through Gentle's head that the mystif in?tended to desert him, but it had spotted
newspapers forsale on the platform and, having made a hurried purchase,clambered aboard again as the
train began to move off.Then it sat down beside the remains of its fish dinner andhad no sooner unfolded
the paper than it let out a low whis?tle.

 "Gentle. You'd better look at this."

 It passed the newspaper across the aisle. The banner
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 headline was in a language Gentle neither understood noreven recognized, but that scarcely mattered.
The photo?graphs below were plain enough. Here was a gallows, with six bodies hanging from it, and,
inset, the death portraits ofthe executed individuals: among them, Hammeryock andPontiff Farrow, the
lawgivers of Vanaeph. Below thisrogues' gallery a finely rendered etching of Tick Raw, thecrazy
evocator,

 "So," Gentle said, "they got their comeuppance. It's thebest news I've had in days."

 "No, it's not," Pie replied.

 "They tried to kill us, remember?" Gentle said reason?ably, determined not to be infuriated by Pie's
contentious?ness. "If they got hanged I'm not going to mourn 'em!What did they do, try and steal the
Merrow Ti' Ti'?"

 "The MerrowTi' Ti' doesn't exist."

 "That was a joke, Pie," Gentle said, dead pan.

 "I missed the humor of it, I'm sorry," the mystif said,unsmiling. "Their crime—" It stopped and crossed
the aisleto sit opposite Gentle, claiming the paper from his handsbefore continuing. "Their crime is far
more significant," itwent on, its voice lowered. It began to read in the samewhisper, precising the text of
the paper. "They were exe?cuted a week ago for making an attempt on the Autarch'slife while he and his
entourage were on their peace mission in Vanaeph—"

 "Are you kidding?"

 "No joke. That's what it says."

 "Did they succeed?"
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 "Of course not." The mystif fell silent while it scannedthe columns. "It says they killed three of his
advisers with abomb and injured eleven soldiers. The device was ... wait, my Omootajivac is rusty . . .
the device was smuggled intohis presence by Pontiff Farrow. They were all caught alive, it says, but
hanged dead, which means they died under tor?ture but the Autarch made a show of the execution any?
way."

 "That's fucking barbaric."

 "It's very common, particularly in political trials."
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 "What about Tick Raw? Why's his picture in there?"

 "He was named as a co-conspirator, but apparently heescaped. The damn fool!"

 "Why'd you call him that?"

 "Getting involved in politics when there's so much moreat stake. It's not the first time, of course, and
won't be thelast—"

 "I'm not following."

 "People get frustrated with waiting and they end upstooping to politics. But it's so shortsighted. Stupid
sod."

 "How well do you know him?"

 "Who? Tick Raw?" The placid features were momen?tarily confounded. Then Pie said, "He has...a
certain rep?utation, shall we say? They'll find him for certain. Thereisn't a sewer in the Dominions he'll be
able to hide his headin."

 "Why should you care?"

 "Keep your voice down."

 "Answer the question," Gentle replied, dropping hisvolume as he spoke.

 "He was a Maestro, Gentle. He called himself an evoca?tor, but it amounts to the same thing: he had
power."

 "Then why was he living in the middle of a shithole likeVanaeph?"

 "Not everybody cares about wealth and women, Gentle. Some souls have higher ambition."

 "Such as?"

 "Wisdom. Remember why we came on this journey? Tounderstand. That's a fine ambition." Pie looked
at Gentle,making eye-to-eye contact for the first time since the epi?sode on the platform. "Your ambition,
my friend. You andTick Raw had a lot in common."
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 "And he knew it?"

 "Oh, yes...."

 "Is that why he was so riled when I wouldn't sit downand talk with him?"

 "I'd say so."

 "Shit!"
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 "Hammeryock and Farrow must have taken us for spies,come to wheedle out plots laid against the
Autarch."

 "But Tick Raw saw the truth."

 "He did. He was once a great man, Gentle. At least...that was the rumor. Now I suppose he's dead or
being tor?tured. Which is grim news for us."

 "You think he'll name us?"

 "Who knows? Maestros have ways of protecting them?selves from torture, but even the strongest man
can breakunder the right kind of pressure."

 "Are you saying we've got the Autarch on our tails?"

 "I think we'd know it if we had. We've come a long wayfrom Vanaeph. The trail's probably cold by
now."

 "And maybe they didn't arrest Tick, eh? Maybe he es?caped."

 "They still caught Hammeryock and the Pontiff. I thinkwe can assume they've got a hair-by-hair
description ofus."

 Gentle laid his head back against the seat. "Shit," hesaid. "We're not making many friends, are we?"

 "All the more reason that we don't lose each other," themystif replied. The shadows of passing bamboo
flickeredon its face, but it looked at him unblinking. "Whateverharm you believe I may have done you,
now or in the past, Iapologize for it. I'd never wish you any hurt, Gentle. Pleasebelieve that. Not the
slightest."

 "I know," Gentle murmured, "and I'm sorry too, truly."

 "Shall we agree to postpone our argument until the onlyopponents we've got left in the Imajica are each
other?"

 "That may be a very long time."

 "AH the better."
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 Gentle laughed. "Agreed," he said, leaning forward andtaking the mystif s hand. "We've seen some
amazing sightstogether, haven't we?"

 "Indeed we have."

 "Back there in Mai-ke I was losing my sense of howmarvelous all this is."

 "We've got a lot more wonders to see."
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 "Just promise me one thing?""Ask it."

 "Don't eat raw fish in eyeshot of me again. It's morethan a man can take."

 2

 From the yearning way that Hairstone Banty had describedL'Himby, Gentle had been expecting some
kind of Khat-mandu—a city of temples, pilgrims, and free dope. Perhapsit had been that way once, in
Banty's long-lost youth. Butwhen, a few minutes after night had fallen, Gentle and Piestepped off the
train, it was not into an atmosphere of spiri?tual calm. There were soldiers at the station gates, most of
them standing idle, smoking and talking, but a few castingtheir eyes over the disembarking passengers.
As luck had it, however, another train had arrived at an adjacent plat?form minutes before, and the
gateway was choked withpassengers, many hugging their life's belongings. It wasn't difficult for Pie and
Gentle to dig their way through to thedensest part of the crowd and pass unnoticed through theturnstiles
and out of the station.

 There were many more troops in the wide lamplitstreets, their presence no less disturbing for the air of
lassi?tude that hung about them. The uncommissioned rankswore a drab gray, but the officers wore
white, which suitedthe subtropical night. All were conspicuously armed. Gen?tle made certain not to
study either men or weaponry tooclosely for fear of attracting unwelcome attention, but itwas clear from
even a furtive glance that both the arma?ments and the vehicles parked in every other alleywaywere of
the same elaborately intimidating design as he'dseen in Beatrix. The warlords of Yzordderrex were
clearly past masters in the crafts of death, their technology several generations beyond that of the
locomotive that hadbrought the travelers here.

 To Gentle's eye the most fascinating sight was not the tanks or the machine guns, however, it was the
presenceamong these troops of a subspecies he'd not encountered
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 hitherto. Oethacs, Pie called them. They stood no tallerthan their fellows, but their heads made up a third
or more of that height, their squat bodies grotesquely broad to bearthe weight of such a massive load of
bone. Easy targets,Gentle remarked, but Pie whispered that their brains weresmall, their skulls thick, and
their tolerance for pain heroic,the latter evidenced by the extraordinary array of lividscars and
disfigurements they all bore on skin that was aswhite as the bone it concealed.

 It seemed this substantial military presence had been inplace for some time, because the populace went
about their evening business as if these men and their killing machineswere completely commonplace.
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There was little sign offraternization, but there was no harassment either.

 "Where do we go from here?" Gentle asked Pie oncethey were clear of the crowds around the station.

 "Scopique lives in the northeast part of the city, close tothe temples. He's a doctor. Very well
respected,"

 "You think he may be still practicing?"

 "He doesn't mend bones, Gentle. He's a doctor of theol?ogy. He used to like the city because it was so
sleepy."

 "It's changed, then."

 "It certainly has. It looks as though it's got rich."

 There was evidence of L'Himby's newfound wealth ev?erywhere: in the gleaming buildings, many of
them lookingas though the paint on their doors was barely dry; in theproliferation of styles among the
pedestrians and in thenumber of elegant automobiles on the street. There were afew signs still remaining
of the culture that had existed herebefore the city's fortunes had boomed: beasts of burdenstill wove
among the traffic, honked at and cursed; a smat?tering of facades had been preserved from older
buildingsand incorporated—usually crudely—into the designs of thenewer. And then there were the living
facades, the faces of the people Gentle and Pie were mingling with. The nativeshad a physical peculiarity
unique to the region: clusters ofsmall crystalline growths, yellow and purple, on theirheads, sometimes
arranged like crowns or coxcombs butjust as often erupting from the middle of the forehead or
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 irregularly placed around the mouth. To Pie's knowledge,they had no particular function, but they were
clearlyviewed as a disfigurement by the sophisticates, many ofwhom went to extraordinary lengths to
disguise their com?monality of stock with the undecorated peasants. Some ofthese stylists wore hats,
veils, and makeup to conceal theevidence; others had tried surgery to remove the growthsand went
proudly about unhatted, wearing their scars asproof of their wealth.

 "It's grotesque," Pie said when Gentle remarked uponthis. "But that's the pernicious influence of fashion
for you.These people want to look like the models they see in themagazines from Patashoqua, and the
stylists in Patashoqua have always looked to the Fifth for their inspiration. Damnfools! Look at them! I
swear if we were to spread the rumorthat everyone in Paris is cutting off their right arms thesedays, we'd
be tripping over hacked-off limbs all the way to Scopique's house."

 "It wasn't like this when you were here?"

 "Not in L'Himby. As I said, it was a place of meditation.But in Patashoqua, yes, always, because it's so
close to theFifth, so the influence is very strong. And there's alwaysbeen a few minor Maestros, you
know, traveling back andforth, bringing styles, bringing ideas. A few of them made a kind of business of
it, crossing the In Ovo every few monthsto get news of the Fifth and selling it to the fashion houses,the
architects, and so on. So damn decadent. It revolts me."

 "But you did the same thing, didn't you? You becamepart of the Fifth Dominion."
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 "Never here," the mystif said, its fist to its chest. "Neverin my heart. My mistake was getting lost in the In
Ovo andletting myself be summoned to earth. When I was there Iplayed the human game, but only as
much as I had to."

 Despite their baggy and by now well-crumpled clothes,both Pie and Gentle were bare-headed and
smooth-skulled, so they attracted a good deal of attention from en?vious poseurs parading on the
pavement. It was far fromwelcome, of course. If Pie's theory was correct and Ham-meryock or Pontiff
Farrow had described them to the Au-
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 tarch's torturers, their likenesses might very well have ap?peared in the broadsheets of L'Himby. If so,
an envious dandy might have them removed from the competitionwith a few words in a soldier's ear.
Would it not be wiser,Gentle suggested, if they hailed a taxi, and traveled a littlemore discreetly? The
mystif was reluctant to do so, explain? ing that it could not remember Scopique's address, and their only
hope of finding it was to go on foot, while Piefollowed its nose. They made a point of avoiding the busier
parts of the street, however, where cafe customers wereoutside enjoying the evening air or, less
frequently, wheresoldiers gathered. Though they continued to attract inter? est and admiration, nobody
challenged them, and aftertwenty minutes they turned off the main thoroughfare, thewell-tended buildings
giving way within a couple of blocksto grimier structures, the fops to grimmer souls.

 "This feels safer," Gentle said, a paradoxical remark given that the streets they were wandering through
nowwere the kind they would have instinctively avoided in any city of the Fifth: ill-lit backwaters, where
many of the houses had fallen into severe disrepair. Lamps burned ineven the most dilapidated, however,
and children played in the gloomy streets despite the lateness of the hour. Their games were those of
earth, give or take a detail—notfilched, but invented by young minds from the same basicmaterials: a ball
and a bat, some chalk and a pavement, a rope and a rhyme. Gentle found it reassuring to walkamong
them and hear their laughter, which was indistin?guishable from that of human children.

 Eventually the tenanted houses gave way to total dere?liction, and it was clear from the mystif s
disgruntlementthat it was no longer sure of its whereabouts. Then, a little noise of pleasure, as it caught
sight of a distant structure.

 "That's the temple." Pie pointed to a monolith somemiles from where they stood. It was unlit and seemed
for?saken, the ground in its vicinity leveled. "Scopique had thatview from his toilet window, I remember.
On fine days he said he used to throw open the window and contemplateand defecate simultaneously."
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 Smiling at the memory, the mystif turned its back on thesight.

 "The bathroom faced the temple, and there were no more streets between the house and the temple. It
wascommon land, for the pilgrims to pitch their tents."

 "So we're walking in the right direction," Gentle said."We just need the last street on our right."

 "That seems logical," Pie said. "I was beginning todoubt my memory."

 They didn't have much farther to look. Two more blocks, and the rubble-strewn streets came to an
abruptend.
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 "This is it."

 There was no triumph in Pie's voice, which was not sur?prising, given the scene of devastation before
them. Whileit was time that had undone the splendor of the streetsthey'd passed through, this last had
been prey to more sys?tematic assault. Fires had been set in several of the houses.Others looked as
though they'd been used for target prac?tice by a Panzer division.

 "Somebody got here before us," Gentle said.

 "So it seems," Pie replied. "I must say I'm not alto?gether surprised."

 "So why the hell did you bring us here?"

 "I had to see for myself," Pie said. "Don't worry, thetrail doesn't end here. He'll have left a message."

 Gentle didn't remark on how unlikely he thought this,but followed the mystif along the street until it
stopped in front of a building that, while not reduced to a heap ofblackened stones, looked ready to
succumb. Fire had eaten out its eyes, and the once-fine door had been replaced withpartially rotted
timbers; all this illuminated not by lamp?light (the street had none) but by a scattering of stars.

 "Better you stay out here," Pie 'oh' pah said. "Scopiquemay have left defenses."

 "Like what?"

 "The Unbeheld isn't the only one who can conjureguardians," Pie replied. "Please, Gentle ... I'd prefer to
dothis alone."
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 Gentle shrugged. "Do as you wish," he said. Then, as anafterthought, "You usually do."

 He watched Pie climb the debris-covered steps, pull sev?eral of the timbers off the door, and slip out of
sight. Ratherthan wait at the threshold, Gentle wandered farther alongthe row to get another view of the
temple, musing as hewent that this Dominion, like the Fourth, had confoundednot only his expectations
but those of Pie as well. The safehaven of Vanaeph had almost seen their execution, whilethe murderous
wastes of the mountains had offered resur?rections. And now L'Himby, a sometime city of medita?tion,
reduced to gaud and rubble. What next? Hewondered. Would they arrive in Yzordderrex only to find it
had spurned its reputation as the Babylon of the Domin?ions and become a New Jerusalem?

 He stared across at the shadowy temple, his mind stray?ing back to a subject that had occupied him
several timeson their journey through the Third: how best to address thechallenge of making a map of the
Dominions, so that whenthey finally returned to the Fifth Dominion he could give his friends some sense
of how the lands lay. They'd trav?eled on all kinds of roads, from the Patashoquan Highwayto the dirt
tracks between Happi and Mai-ke; they'd wound through verdant valleys and scaled heights where even
thehardiest moss would perish; they'd had the luxury of chari?ots and the loyalty of doeki; they'd sweated
and frozen and gone dreamily, like poets into some place of fancy, doubt?ing their senses and
themselves. All this needed settingdown: the routes, the cities, the ranges, and the plains allneeded laying
in two dimensions, to be pored over at lei?sure. In time, he thought, putting the challenge off yetagain; in
time.
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 He looked back towards Scopique's house. There wasno sign of Pie emerging, and he began to wonder
if someharm had befallen the mystif inside. He walked back to thesteps, climbed them, and—feeling a
little guilty—slidthrough the gap between the timbers. The starlight hadmore difficulty getting in than he
did, and his blindness put a chill in him, bringing to mind the measureless darkness of
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 the ice cathedral. On that occasion the mystif had been be?hind him; this time, in front. He waited a few
seconds at thedoor, until his eyes began to make out the interior. It was anarrow house, full of narrow
places, but there was a voicein its depths, barely above a whisper, which he pursued,stumbling through
the murk. After only a few paces herealized it was not Pie speaking but someone hoarse andpanicked.
Scopique, perhaps, still taking refuge in theruins?

 A glimmer of light, no brighter than the dimmest star,led him to a door through which he had sight of the
speaker. Pie was standing in the middle of the blackened room, turned from Gentle. Over the mystif s
shoulderGentle saw the light's fading source: a shape hanging in theair, like a web woven by a spider that
aspired to portrai?ture, and held aloft by the merest breeze. Its motion was not arbitrary, however. The
gossamer face opened itsmouth and whispered its wisdom.

 "—no better proof than in these cataclysms. We musthold to that, my friend, hold to it and pray... no,
better notpray...I doubt every God now, especially the Aboriginal. If the children are any measure of the
Father, then He's nolover of justice or goodness."

 "Children?" said Gentle.

 The breath the word came upon seemed to flutter in thethreads. The face grew long, the mouth tearing.

 The mystif glanced behind and shook its head to silencethe trespasser. Scopique—for this was surely his
message—was talking again.

 "Believe me when I say we know only the tenth part of atenth part of the plots laid in this. Long before
the Recon?ciliation, forces were at work to undo it; that's my firm be?lief. And it's reasonable to assume
that those forces have not perished. They're working in this Dominion, and theDominion from which
you've come. They strategize not interms of decades, but centuries, just as we've had to. Andthey've
buried their agents deeply. Trust nobody, Pie 'oh'pah, not even yourself. Their plots go back before we
wereborn. We could either one of us have been conceived to
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 serve them in some oblique fashion and not know it.They're coming for me very soon, probably with
voiders. IfI'm dead you'll know it. If I can convince them I'm just aharmless lunatic, they'll take me off to
the Cradle, put mein the maison de sante. Find me there, Pie 'oh' pah. Or ifyou have more pressing
business, then forget me; I won't blame you. But, friend, whether you come for me or not,know that
when I think of you I still smile, and in thesedays that is the rarest comfort."

 Even before he'd finished speaking the gossamer waslosing its power to capture his likeness, the features
soften?ing, the form sinking in upon itself, until, by the time thelast of his message had been uttered, there
was little left forit to do but flutter to the ground.

 The mystif went down on its haunches and ran its fingersthrough the inert threads. "Scopique," it
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murmured.

 "What's the cradle he talked about?"

 "The Cradle of Chzercemit. It's an inland sea, two orthree days' journey from here."

 "You've been there?"

 "No. It's a place of exile. There's an island in the Cradlewhich was used as a prison. Mostly for criminals
who'dcommitted atrocities but were too dangerous to execute."

 "I don't follow that."

 "Ask me another time. The point is, it sounds like it'sbeen turned into an asylum." Pie stood up. "Poor
Sco?pique. He always had a terror of insanity—"

 "I know the feeling," Gentle remarked.

 "—and now they've put him in a madhouse."

 "So we must get him out," Gentle said very simply.

 He couldn't see Pie's expression, but he saw the mystifshands go up to its face and heard a sob from
behind itspalms.

 "Hey," Gentle said softly, embracing Pie. "We'll findhim. I know I shouldn't have come spying like that,
but Ithought maybe something had happened to you."

 "At least you've heard him for yourself. You know it'snot a lie."

 "Why would I think that?"
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 "Because you don't trust me," Pie said.

 "I thought we'd agreed," Gentle said. "We've got eachother and that's our best hope of staying alive and
sane.Didn't we agree to that?"

 "Yes."

 "So let's hold to it."

 "It may not be so easy. If Scopique's suspicions are cor?rect, either one of us could be working for the
enemy andnot know it."

 "By enemy you mean the Autarch?"

 "He's one, certainly. But I think he's just a sign of some greater corruption. The Imajica's sick, Gentle,
from end to end. Coming here and seeing the way L'Himby's changedmakes me want to despair."
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 "You know, you should have forced me to sit down andtalk with Tick Raw. He might have given us a
few clues."

 "It's not my place to force you to do anything. Besides,I'm not sure he'd have been any wiser than
Scopique."

 "Maybe he'll know more by the time we speak withhim."

 "Let's hope so."

 "And this time I won't take umbrage and waltz off likean idiot."

 "If we get to the island, there'll be nowhere to waltz to,"

 "True enough. So now we need a means of transport."

 "Something anonymous."

 "Something fast."

 "Something easy to steal."

 "Do you know how to get to the Cradle?" Gentle asked.

 "No, but I can inquire around while you steal the car."

 "Good enough. Oh, and Pie? Buy some booze and ciga?rettes while you're at it, will you?"

 "You'll make a decadent of me yet."

 "My mistake. I thought it was the other way round."
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 3

 They left L'Himby well before dawn, in a car that Gentlechose for its color (gray) and its total lack of
distinction. Itserved them well. For two days they traveled without inci?dent, on roads that were less
trafficked the farther from thetemple city and its spreading suburbs they went. There wassome military
presence beyond the city perimeters, but itwas discreet, and no attempt was made to stop them. Only
once did they glimpse a contingent at work in a distantfield, vehicles maneuvering heavy artillery into
position be?hind barricades, pointing back towards L'Himby, the workjust public enough to let the
citizens know whose clemencytheir lives were conditional upon.

 By the middle of the third day, however, the road theywere traveling was almost entirely deserted, and
the flat-lands in which L'Himby was set had given way to rollinghills. Along with this change of landscape
came a change of weather. The skies clouded; and with no wind to press themon, the clouds thickened.
A landscape that might havebeen enlivened by sun and shadow became drear, almostdank. Signs of
habitation dwindled. Once in a while they'dpass a homestead, long since fallen into ruin; more infre?
quently still they'd catch sight of a living soul, usually un?kempt, always alone, as though the territory had
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beengiven over to the lost.

 And then, the Cradle. It appeared suddenly, the road tak?ing them up over a headland which presented
them with a sudden panorama of gray shore and silver sea. Gentle had not realized how oppressed he'd
been by the hills until thisvista opened in front of them. He felt his spirits rise at thesight.

 There were peculiarities, however, most particularly the thousands of silent birds on the stony beach
below, ail sit?ting like an audience awaiting some spectacle to appearfrom the arena of the sea, not one in
the air or on the water.
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 It wasn't until Pie and Gentle reached the perimeter of thisroosting multitude and got out of the car that
the reason fortheir inactivity became apparent. Not only were they andthe sky above them immobile, so
was the Cradle itself.Gentle made his way through the mingled nations ofbirds—a close relation of the
gull predominated, but therewere also geese, oyster catchers, and a smattering of par?rots—to the edge,
testing it first with his foot, then with hisfingers. It wasn't frozen—he knew what ice felt like from bitter
experience—it was simply solidified, the last wavestill plainly visible, every curl and eddy fixed as it broke
against the shore.

 "At least we won't have to swim," the mystif said.

 It was already scanning the horizon, looking for Sco-pique's prison. The far shore wasn't visible, but the
islandwas, a sharp gray rock rising from the sea several milesfrom where they stood, the maison de
santi, as Scopiquehad called it, a cluster of buildings teetering on its heights.

 "Do we go now or wait until dark?" Gentle asked.

 "We'll never find it after dark," Pie said. "We have togo now."

 They returned to the car and drove down through thebirds, who were no more inclined to move for
wheels thanthey'd been for feet. A few took to the air briefly, only toflutter down again; many more stood
their ground and died for their stoicism.

 The sea made the best road they'd traveled since thePatashoquan Highway; it had apparently been as
calm as amillpond when it had solidified. They passed the corpses ofseveral birds who'd been caught in
the process, and therewas still meat and feathers on their bones, suggesting thatthe solidification had
occurred recently.

 "I've heard of walking on water," Gentle said as theydrove. "But driving... that's a whole other miracle."

 "Have you any idea of what we're going to do when weget to the island?" Pie said.

 "We ask to see Scopique, and when we've found him we leave with him. If they refuse to let us see him,
we use force.It's simple as that"
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 "They may have armed guards."
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 "See these hands?" Gentle said, taking them off thewheel and thrusting them at Pie. "These hands are
lethal."He laughed at the expression on the mystif s face. "Don'tworry, I won't be indiscriminate." He
seized the wheelagain. "I like having the power, though. I really like it. Theidea of using it sort of arouses
me. Hey, will you look atthat? The suns are coming out."

 The parting clouds allowed a few beams through, andthey lit the island, which was within half a mile of
themnow. The visitors' approach had been noticed. Guards hadappeared on the cliff top and along the
prison's parapet.Figures could be seen hurrying down the steps that wounddown the cliff face, heading
for the boats moored at itsbase. From the shore behind them rose the clamor of birds.

 "They finally woke up," Gentle said.

 Pie looked around. Sunlight was lighting the beach, and the wings of the birds as they rose in a squalling
cloud.

 "Oh, Jesu," Pie said.

 "What's wrong?"

 "The sea—"

 Pie didn't need to explain, for the same phenomenon that was crossing the Cradle's surface behind them
was now coming to meet them from the island: a slow shockwave, changing the nature of the matter it
passed through.Gentle picked up speed, closing the gap between the vehi? cle and solid ground, but the
road had already liquifiedcompletely at the island's shore, and the message of trans?formation was
spreading at speed.

 "Stop the car!" Pie yelled. "If we don't get out we'll godown in it."

 Gentle brought the car to a skidding halt, and they flungthemselves out. The ground beneath them was
still solid enough to run on, but they could feel tremors in it as theywent, prophesying dissolution.

 "Can you swim?" Gentle called to Pie.

 "If I have to," the mystif replied, its eyes on the ap?proaching tide. The water looked mercurial, and
seemed to
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 be full of thrashing fish. "But I don't think this is somethingwe want to bathe in, Gentle."

 "I don't think we're going to have any choice."

 There was at least some hope of rescue. Boats werebeing launched off the island's shore, the sound of
the oars and the rhythmical shouts of the oarsmen rising above thechurning of the silver water. The mystif
wasn't looking forhope from that source, however. Its eyes had found a nar?row causeway, like a path of
softening ice, between wherethey stood and the land. Grabbing Gentle's arm, it pointedthe way.

 "I see it!" Gentle replied, and they headed off along thiszigzag route, checking on the position of the two
boats as they went. The oarsmen had comprehended their strategyand changed direction to intercept
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them. Though the flood was eating at their causeway from either side, the possibil?ity of escape had just
seemed plausible when the sound ofthe car upending and slipping into the waters distractedGentle from
his dash. He turned and collided with Pie as hedid so. The mystif went down, falling on its face. Gentle
hauled it back onto its feet, but it was momentarily toodazed to know their jeopardy.

 There were shouts of alarm coming from the boats now,and the frenzy of water yards from their heels.
Gentle halfhoisted Pie onto his shoulders and picked up the raceagain. Precious seconds had been lost,
however. The leadboat was within twenty yards of them, but the tide was halfthat distance behind, and
half again between his feet andthe bow. If he stood still, the floe beneath him would gobefore the boat
reached them. If he tried to run, burdenedwith the semiconscious mystif, he'd miss his rendezvouswith his
rescuers.

 As it was, the choice was taken from him. The groundbeneath the combined weight of man and mystif
fractured,and the silver waters of the Chzercemit bubbled up be?tween his feet. He heard a shout of
alarm from the creaturein the nearest boat—an Oethac, huge-headed and scarred—then felt his right leg
lose six inches as his footplunged through the brittle floe. It was Pie's turn to haul
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 him up now, but it was a lost cause: the ground would sup?port neither of them.

 In desperation he looked down at the waters that he was going to have to swim in. The creatures he'd
seen thrashingwere not in the sea but t>/the sea. The wavelets had backsand necks; the glitter of the
spume was the glitter of count?less tiny eyes. The boat was still speeding in their direction,and for an
instant it seemed they might bridge the gap witha lunge.

 "Go!"he yelled to Pie, pushing as he did so.

 Though the mystif flailed, there was sufficient power inits legs to turn the fall into a jump. Its fingers
caught theedge of the boat, but the violence of its leap threw Gentlefrom his precarious perch. He had
time to see the mystifbeing hauled onto the rocking boat, and time too to thinkhe might reach the hands
outstretched in his direction. Butthe sea was not about to be denied both its morsels. As he dropped into
the silver spume, which pressed around himlike a living thing, he threw his hands up above his head inthe
hope that the Oethac would catch hold of him. All invain. Consciousness went from him, and,
uncaptained, hesank.

 26

 I

 Gentle woke to the sound of a prayer. He knew beforesight came to join the sound that the words were
a beseech-ment, though the language was foreign to him. The voices rose and fell in the same
unmelodious fashion as did earthcongregations, one or two of the half dozen speakers lag?ging a syllable
behind, leaving the verses ragged. But it wasnevertheless a welcome sound. He'd gone down thinkinghe'd
never rise again.

 Light touched his eyes, but whatever lay in front of himwas murky. There was a vague texture to the
gloom, how-
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 ever, and he tried to focus upon it. It wasn't until his brow,cheeks, and chin reported their irritation to his
brain thathe realized why his eyes couldn't make sense of the scene.He was lying on his back, and there
was a cloth over hisface. He told his arm to rise and pluck it away, but the limbjust lay stupid at his side.
He concentrated, demanding itobey, his irritation growing as the timber of the supplica?tions changed and
a distressing urgency came into them.He felt the bed he was lying on jostled, and tried to call outin alarm,
but there was something in his throat that pre?vented him from making a sound. Irritation becameunease.
What was wrong with him? Be calm, he told him?self. It'll come clear; just be calm. But damn it, the bed
wasbeing lifted up! Where was he being taken? To hell withcalm. He couldn't just lie still while he was
paraded around.He wasn't dead, for God's sake!

 Or was he? The thought shredded every hope of equilib?rium. He was being lifted up, and carried, lying
inert on ahard board with his face beneath a shroud. What was that,if it wasn't dead? They were saying
prayers for his soul,hoping to waft it heavenward, meanwhile carrying his re?mains to what dispatch? A
hole in the ground? A pyre? Hehad to stop them: raise a hand, a moan, anything to signalthat this
leave-taking was premature. As he was concentra?ting on making a sign, however primitive, a voice cut
through the prayers. Both prayers and bier bearers stum?bled to a halt and the same voice—it was
Pie!—came again.

 "Not yet!" it said.

 Somebody off to Gentle's right murmured something ina language Gentle didn't recognize: words of
consolation,perhaps. The mystif responded in the same tongue, itsvoice fractured with grief.

 A third speaker now entered the exchange, his purposeundoubtedly the same as his compatriot's:
coaxing Pie toleave the body alone. What were they saying? That thecorpse was just a husk; an empty
shadow of a man whosespirit was gone into a better place? Gentle willed Pie not to listen. The spirit was
here! Here!

 Then—joy of joys!—the shroud was pulled back from
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 his face, and Pie appeared in his field of vision, staringdown at him. The mystif looked half dead itself, its
eyesraw, its beauty bruised with sorrow.

 I'm saved, Gentle thought. Pie sees that my eyes areopen, and there's more than putrefaction going on in
myskull. But no such comprehension came into Pie's face. Thesight simply brought a new burst of tears.
A man came toPie's side, his head a cluster of crystalline growths, and laidhis hands on the mystif s
shoulders, whispering somethingin its ear and gently tugging it away. Pie's fingers went toGentle's face
and lay for a few seconds close to his lips. Buthis breath—which he'd used to shatter the wall between
Dominions—was so piffling now it went unfelt, and the fin?gers were withdrawn by the hand of Pie's
consoler, whothen reached down and drew the shroud back over Gen?tle's face.

 The prayer sayers picked up their dirge, and the bearerstheir burden. Blinded again, Gentle felt the spark
of hope extinguished, replaced with panic and anger. Pie had al?ways claimed such sensitivity. How was
it possible that now,when empathy was essential, the mystif could be im?mune to the jeopardy of the man
it claimed as a friend?More than that: a soul mate; someone it had reconfiguredits flesh for.

 Gentle's panic slowed for an instant. Was there somehalf hope buried amid these rebukes? He scoured
them fora clue. Soul mate? Reconfigured flesh? Yes, of course: aslong as he had thought he had desire,
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and desire couldtouch the mystif; change the mystif. If he could put deathfrom his mind and turn his
thoughts to sex he might stilltouch Pie's protean core: bring about some metamorpho?sis, however small,
that would signal his sentience.

 As if to confound him, a remark of Klein's drifted intohis head, recalled from another world. "All that
time wasted," Klein had said, "meditating on death to keepyourself from coming too soon...."

 The memory seemed mere distraction, until he realized that it was precisely the mirror of his present
plight. Desirewas now his only defense against premature extinction. He
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 turned his thoughts to the little details that were always a stimulus to his erotic imagination: a nape bared
by liftedcurls, lips rewetted by a slow tongue, looks, touches, dares.But thanatos had eros by the neck.
His terror drove arousalaway. How could he hold a sexual thought in his head longenough to influence
Pie when either the flame or the grave was waiting at his feet? He was ready for neither. One wastoo hot,
the other too cold; one bright, the other so verydark. What he wanted was a few more weeks, days
—hours,even; he'd be grateful for hours—in the space betweensuch poles. Where flesh was; where love
was.

 Knowing the death thoughts couldn't be mastered, heattempted one final gambit: to embrace them, to
fold theminto the texture of his sexual imaginings. Flame? Let thatbe the heat of the mystif s body as it
was pressed againsthim, and cold the sweat on his back as they coupled. Let thedarkness be a night that
concealed their excesses, and thepyre blaze like their mutual consumption. He could feelthe trick working
as he thought this through. Why shoulddeath be so unerotic? If they blistered or rotted together,mightn't
their dissolution show them new ways to love, un?covering them layer by layer and joining their moistures
and their marrows until they were utterly mingled?

 He'd proposed marriage to Pie and been accepted. The creature was his to have and hold, to make
over and over,in the image of his fondness and most forbidden desires.He did so now. He saw the
creature naked and astride him,changing even as he touched it, throwing off skins likeclothes. Jude was
one of those skins, and Vanessa another,and Martine another still. They were all riding him high:the
beauty of the world impaled on his prick.

 Lost in this fantasy, he wasn't even aware that the pray?ers had stopped until the bier was halted once
again. Therewere whispers all around him, and in the middle of the whispers soft and astonished laughter.
The shroud wassnatched away, and his beloved was looking down at him,grinning through features
blurred by tears and Gentle's in?fluence.

 "He's alive! Jesu, he's alive!"
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 There were doubting voices raised, but the mystiflaughed them down.

 "I feel him in me!" it said. "I swear it! He's still with us.Put him down! Put him down!"

 The pallbearers did as they were instructed, and Gentlehad his first glimpse of the strangers who'd
almost badehim farewell. Not a happy bunch, even now. They stareddown at the body, still disbelieving.
But the danger was over, at least for the time being. The mystif leaned overGentle and kissed his lips. Its
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face was fixed once more, its features exquisite in their joy.

 "I love you," it murmured to Gentle. "I'll love you until the death of love."

 2

 Alive he was; but not healed. He was moved to a smallroom of gray brick and laid on a bed only
marginally more comfortable than the boards they'd laid him on as a corpse.There was a window, but
being unable to move he had torely upon Pie 'oh' pah to lift him up and show him the viewthrough it,
which was scarcely more interesting than thewalls, being simply an expanse of sea—solid once again—
under a cloudy sky.

 "The sea only changes when the suns come out," Pie ex?plained. "Which isn't very often. We were
unlucky. But ev?eryone is amazed that you survived. Nobody who fell into the Cradle ever came out
alive before."

 That he was something of a curiosity was evidenced bythe number of visitors he had, both guards and
prisoners.The regime seemed to be fairly relaxed, from what little hecould judge. There were bars on the
windows, and the doorwas unbolted and bolted up again when anybody came or went, but the officers,
particularly the Oethac who ran theasylum, named Vigor N'ashap, and his number two—amilitary
peacock named Aping, whose buttons and bootsshone a good deal more brightly than his eyes, and
whosefeatures drooped on his head as though sodden—were po?lite enough.
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 "They get no news out here," Pie explained. "They justget sent prisoners to look after. N'ashap knows
there was aplot against the Autarch, but I don't believe he knowswhether it's been successful or not.
They've quizzed me forhours, but they haven't really asked about us. I just toldthem we were friends of
Scopique's, and we'd heard he'dlost his sanity, so we came to visit him. All innocence, in other words.
And they seemed to swallow it. But they getsupplies of food, magazines, and newspapers every eight or
nine days—always out of date, Aping says—so our luckmay not hold out too long. Meanwhile I'm doing
what I canto keep them both happy. They get very lonely."

 The significance of this last remark wasn't lost on Gen?tle, but all he could do was listen and hope his
healingwouldn't take too long. There was some easing in his mus?cles, allowing him to open and close his
eyes, swallow, andeven move his hands a little, but his torso was still com?pletely rigid.

 His other regular visitor, and by far the most entertain?ing of those who came to gawk, was Scopique,
who had anopinion on everything, including the patient's rigidity. Hewas a tiny man, with the perpetual
squint of a watchmakerand a nose so upturned and so tiny his nostrils were virtu?ally two holes in the
middle of his face, which was alreadygouged with laugh lines deep enough to plant in. Every day he
would come and sit on the edge of Gentle's bed, his gray asylum clothes as crumpled as his features, his
glossy blackwig never in the same place on his pate from hour to hour.Sitting, sipping coffee, he'd
pontificate: on politics, on thevarious psychoses of his fellow inmates; on the subjugationof L'Himby by
commerce; on the deaths of his friends, mostly by what he called despair's slow sword; and, ofcourse, on
Gentle's condition. He had seen people maderigid in such a fashion before, he claimed. The reason was
not physiological but psychological, a theory which seemedto carry weight with Pie. Once, when
Scopique had leftafter a session of theorizing, leaving Pie and Gentle alone,the mystif poured out its guilt.
None of this would havecome about, it said, if it had been sensitive to Gentle's situ-
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 ation from the beginning. Instead, it had been crude andunkind. The incident on the platform at Mai-ke
was a casein point. Would Gentle ever forgive it? Ever believe that itsactions were the product of
ineptitude, not cruelty? Overthe years it had wondered what would happen if they evertook the journey
they were taking, and had tried to re?hearse its responses, but it had been alone in the Fifth Do?minion,
unable to confess its fears or share its hopes, andthe circumstances of their meeting and departure had
been so haphazard that those few rules it had set itself had beenthrown to the wind.

 "Forgive me," it said over and over. "I love you and I'vehurt you, but please, forgive me."

 Gentle expressed what little he could with his eyes,wishing his fingers had the strength to hold a pen, so
that hecould simply write / do, but the small advances he'd madesince his resurrection seemed to be the
limit of his healing,and though he was fed and bathed by Pie, and his muscles massaged, there was no
sign of further improvement. De?spite the mystif's constant words of encouragement, therewas no doubt
that death still had its finger in him. In themboth, in fact, for Pie's devotion seemed to be taking its own
toll, and more than once Gentle wondered if the mystif'sdwindling was simply fatigue, or whether they
were symbi-otically linked after their time together. If so, his demisewould surely take them both to
oblivion.

 He was alone in his cell the day the suns came out again,but Pie had left him sitting up, with a view
through the bars,and he was able to watch the slow unfurling of the cloudsand the appearance of the
subtlest beams, falling on thesolid sea. This was the first time since their arrival that thesuns had broken
over the Chzercemit, and he heard achorus of welcome from other cells, then the sound of run?ning feet
as guards went to the parapet to watch the trans?formation. He could see the surface of the Cradle from
where he was sitting, and felt a kind of exhilaration at the imminent spectacle, but as the beams
brightened he felt atremor climbing through his body from his toes, gathering
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 force as it went until by the time it reached his head it hadforce enough to throw his senses from his skull.
At first hethought he'd stood up and run to the window—he waspeering out through the bars at the sea
below—but a noiseat the door drew his gaze around to meet the sight of Sco-pique, with Aping at his
side, crossing the cell to the sallow,bearded derelict sitting with a glazed expression against the far wall.
He was that man.

 "You have to come and see, Zacharias!" Scopique wasenthusing, putting his arm beneath the derelict
and hoistinghim up.

 Aping lent a hand, and together they began to carryGentle to the window, from which his mind was
already de? parting. He left them to their kindness, the exhilaration he'd felt like an engine in him. Out and
along the dreary corridor he went, passing cells in which prisoners wereclamoring to be released to see
the suns. He had no sense of the building's geography, and for a few moments hisspeeding soul lost its
way in the maze of gray brick, until heencountered two guards hurrying up a flight of stone stairsand went
with them, an invisible mind, into a brighter suiteof rooms. There were more guards here, forsaking games
of cards to head out into the open air.

 "Where's Captain N'ashap?" one of them said.

 "I'll go and tell him," another said, and broke from hiscomrades towards a closed door, only to be called
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back byanother, who told him, "He's in conference—with the mys-tif," the reply winning a ribald laugh
from his fellows.

 Turning his spirit's back on the open air, Gentle flew to?wards the door, passing through it without harm
or hesita?tion. The room beyond was not, as he'd expected, N'ashap's office but an antechamber,
occupied by twoempty chairs and a bare table. On the wall behind the tablehung a painting of a small
child, so wretchedly rendered thesubject's sex was indeterminate. To the left of the picture, which was
signed Aping, lay another door, as securelyclosed as the one he'd just passed through. But there was a
voice audible from the far side: Vigor N'ashap, in a littleecstasy.
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 "Again! Again!" he was saying, then an outpouring in aforeign tongue, followed by cries of "Yes!" and
"There!There!"

 Gentle went to the door too quickly to prepare himselffor what lay on the other side. Even if he had
—even if he'dconjured the sight of N'ashap with his breeches down andhis Oethac prick purple—he
could not have imagined Pieloh' pah's condition, given that in all their months togetherhe had never once
seen the mystif naked. Now he did, andthe shock of its beauty was second only to that of its humili?ation.
It had a body as serene as its face, and as ambiguous,even in plain sight. There was no hair on any part
of it; nornipples; nor navel. Between its legs, however, which werepresently spread as it knelt in front of
N'ashap, was thesource of its transforming self, the core its couplers touchedwith thought. It was neither
phallic nor vaginal, but a third genital form entirely, fluttering at its groin like an agitateddove and with
every flutter reconfiguring its glisteningheart, so that Gentle, mesmerized, found a fresh echo in, each
motion. His own flesh was mirrored there, unfoldingas it passed between Dominions. So was the sky
abovePatashoqua and the sea beyond the shuttered window,turning its solid back to living water. And
breath, blowninto a closed fist; and the power breaking from it: all there, all there.

 N'ashap was disdainful of the sight. Perhaps, in his heat,he didn't even see it. He had the rnystif s head
clamped be?tween his scarred hands and was pushing the sharp tip ofhis member into its mouth. The
mystif made no objection.Its hands hung by its sides, until N'ashap demanded theirattention upon his
shaft. Gentle could bear the sight nolonger. He pitched his mind across the room towards theOethac's
back. Hadn't he heard Scopique say that thoughtwas power? If so, Gentle thought, I'm a mote, diamond
hard. Gentle heard N'ashap gasp with pleasure as hepierced the mystif's throat; then he struck the
Oethac'sskull. The room disappeared, and hot meat pressed on him from all sides, but his momentum
carried him out the otherside, and he turned to see N'ashap's hands go from the
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 mystif's head to his own, a shriek of pain coming from hislipless mouth.

 Pie's face, slack until now, filled with alarm as bloodpoured from N'ashap's nostrils. Gentle felt a thrill of
satis?faction at the sight, but the mystif rose and went to the offi?cer's assistance, picking up a piece -of
its own discardedclothing to help staunch the flow. N'ashap twice waved its help away at first, but Pie's
pliant voice softened him, andafter a time the captain sank back in his cushioned chairand allowed himself
to be tended. The mystif s cooings andcaresses were almost as distressing to Gentle as the scenehe'd just
interrupted, and he retreated, confounded andrepulsed, first to the door, then through it into the ante?
chamber.

 There he lingered, his sight fixed upon Aping's picture.In the room behind him, N'ashap had begun to
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moan again.The sound drove Gentle out, through the labyrinth andback to his room. Scopique and Aping
had laid his body back on the bed. His face was devoid of expression, and one of his arms had slid from
his chest and hung off theedge of the boards. He looked dead already. Was it anywonder Pie's devotion
had become so mechanical, when allit had before it to inspire hope of recovery was this gauntmannequin,
day in, day out? He drew closer to the body,half tempted never to enter it again, to let it wither and die.
But there was too much risk in that. Suppose his presentstate was conditional upon the continuance of his
physicalself? Thought without flesh was certainly possible—he'dheard Scopique pronounce on the
subject in this very cell—but not, he guessed, for spirits so unevolved as his. Skin,blood, and bone were
the school in which the soul learnedflight, and he was still too much a fledgling to dare truancy. He had to
go, vile as that notion was, back behind the eyes.

 He went one more time to the window and looked out at the glittering sea. The sight of its waves beating
at the rocksbelow brought back the terror of his drowning. He felt theliving waters squirming around him,
pressing at his lips likeN'ashap's prick, demanding he open up and swallow. In horror, he turned from the
sight and crossed the room at
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 speed, striking his brow like a bullet. Returning into hissubstance with the images of N'ashap and sea on
his mind, he comprehended instantly the nature of his sickness. Sco-pique had been wrong, all wrong!
There was a solid—oh, sosolid—physiological reason for his inertia. He felt it in hisbelly now,
wretchedly real. He'd swallowed some of thewaters and they were still inside him, living, prospering athis
expense.

 Before intellect could caution him he let his revulsionloose upon his body; threw his demands into each
extrem?ity. Move! he told them, move! He fueled his rage with thethought of N'ashap using him as he'd
used Pie, imaginingthe Oethac's semen in his belly. His left hand found powerenough to take hold of the
bed board, its purchase suffi?cient to pull him over. He toppled onto his side, then offthe bed entirely,
hitting the floor hard. The impact dis?lodged something in the base of his belly. He felt it scrabbleto catch
hold of his innards again, its motion violentenough to throw him around like a sack full of thrashing fish,
each twist unseating the parasite a little more and inturn releasing his body from its tyranny. His joints
crackedlike walnut shells; his sinews stretched and shortened. Itwas agony, and he longed to shriek his
complaint, but all hecould manage was a retching sound. It was still music: the first sound he'd made since
the yell he'd given as the Cra?dle swallowed him up. It was short-lived, however. Hiswracked system
was pushing the parasite up from his stom?ach. He felt it in his chest, like a meal of hooks he longed to
vomit up but could not, for fear he'd turn himself inside outin the attempt. It seemed to know they'd
reached an im?passe, because its flailing slowed, and he had time to draw adesperate breath through
pipes half clogged by its pres?ence. With his lungs as full as he had hope of getting them, he hauled
himself up off the ground by clinging to the bed, and before the parasite had time to incapacitate him with
afresh assault he stood to his full height, then threw himselfface down. As he hit the ground the thing came
up into histhroat and mouth in a surge, and he reached between histeeth to snatch it out of him. It came
with two pulls, fighting
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 to the end to crawl back down his gullet. It was followedimmediately by his last meal.

 Gasping for air he dragged himself upright and leanedagainst the bed, strings of puke hanging from his
chin. The thing on the floor flapped and flailed, and he let it suffer.Though it had felt huge when inside
.him, it was no bigger than his hand: a formless scrap of milky flesh and silver vein with limbs no thicker
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than string but fully twenty in number. It made no sound, except for the slap its spasmsmade in the bilious
mess on the cell floor.

 Too weak to move, Gentle was still slumped against the bed when, some minutes later, Scopique came
back to lookfor Pie. Scopique's astonishment knew no bounds. He called for help, then hoisted Gentle
back onto the bed, question following question so fast Gentle barely had breath or energy to answer. But
sufficient was com?municated for Scopique to berate himself for not graspingthe problem earlier.

 "I thought it was in your head, Zacharias, and all thetime—all the time it was in your belly. This bastard
thing!"

 Aping arrived, and there was a new round of questions,answered this time by Scopique, who then went
off insearch of Pie, leaving the guard to arrange for the filth on the floor to be cleaned up and the patient
brought freshwater and clean clothes.

 "Is there anything else you need?" Aping wanted toknow.

 "Food," Gentle said. His belly had never felt emptier.

 "It'll be arranged. It's strange to hear your voice and seeyou move. I got used to you the other way." He
smiled. "When you're feeling stronger," he said, "we must findsome time to talk. I hear from the mystif
you're a painter."

 "I was, yes," said Gentle, adding an innocent inquiry."Why? Are you?"

 Aping beamed. "I am," he said.

 "Then we must talk," Gentle said. "What do youpaint?"

 "Landscapes. Some figures."

 "Nudes? Portraits?"
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 "Children."

 "Ah, children...do you have any yourself?"

 A trace of anxiety crossed Aping's face. "Later," hesaid, glancing out towards the corridor, then back at
Gen?tle. "In private."

 "I'm at your disposal," Gentle replied.

 There were voices outside the room. Scopique returningwith N'ashap, who glanced down into the
bucket contain?ing the parasite as he entered. There were more questions,or rather the same rephrased,
and answered on this thirdoccasion by both Scopique and Aping, N'ashap listenedwith only half an ear,
studying Gentle as the drama was re?counted, then congratulating him with a curious formality.Gentle
noted with satisfaction the plugs of dried blood inhis nose.

 "We must make a full account of this incident to Yzord-derrex," N'ashap said. "I'm sure it will intrigue
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them asmuch as it does me."

 So saying, he left, with an order to Aping that he followimmediately.

 "Our commander looked less than well," Scopique ob?served. "I wonder why."

 Gentle allowed himself a smile, but it went from his faceat the sight of his final visitor. Pie 'oh' pah had
appeared in the door.

 "Ah, well!" said Scopique. "Here you are. I'll leave youtwo alone."

 He withdrew, closing the door behind him. The mystifdidn't move to embrace Gentle, or even take his
hand. In?stead it went to the window and gazed out over the sea,upon which the suns were still shining.

 "Now we know why they call this the Cradle," it said.

 "What do you mean?"

 "Where else could a man give birth?"

 "That wasn't birth," Gentle said. "Don't flatter it."

 "Maybe not to us," Pie said. "But who knows how chil?dren were made here in ancient times? Maybe
the men im?mersed themselves, drank the water, let it grow—"

 "I saw you," Gentle said.
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 "I know," Pie replied, not turning from the window."And you almost lost us both an ally."

 "N'ashap? An ally?"

 "He's the power here."

 "He's an Oethac. And he's scum. And I'm going to havethe satisfaction of killing him."

 "Are you my champion now?" Pie said, finally lookingback at Gentle.

 "I saw what he was doing to you,"

 "That was nothing," Pie replied. "I knew what I wasdoing. Why do you think we've had the treatment
we'vehad? I've been allowed to see Scopique whenever I want,You've been fed and watered. And
N'ashap was asking noquestions, about either of us. Now he will. Now he'll be sus?picious. We'll have
to move quickly before he gets his ques?tions answered."

 "Better that than you having to service him."

 "I told you, it was nothing."
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 "It was to me," Gentle said, the words scraping in hisbruised throat.

 It took some effort, but he got to his feet so as to meetthe mystif, eye to eye.

 "At the beginning, you talked to me about how youthought you'd hurt me, remember? You kept talking
about the station at Mai-ke, and saying you wanted me to forgiveyou, and I kept thinking there would
never be anything be?tween us that couldn't be forgiven or forgotten, and thatwhen I had the words again
I'd say so. But now I don'tknow. He saw you naked, Pie. Why him and not me? Ithink that's maybe
unforgivable, that you granted him themystery but not me."

 "He saw no mystery," Pie replied. "He looked at me,and he saw a woman he'd loved and lost in
Yzordderrex. Awoman who looked like his mother, in fact. That's what hewas obsessing on. An echo of
his mother's echo. And aslong as I kept supplying the illusion, discreetly, he was com?pliant. That
seemed more important than my dignity."

 "Not any more," Gentle said. "If we're to go fromhere—together—then I want whatever you are to be
mine.
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 I won't share you, Pie. Not for compliance. Not for life it?self."

 "I didn't know you felt like this. If you'd told me—"

 "I couldn't. Even before we came here, I felt it, but Icouldn't bring myself to say anything."

 "For what it's worth, I apologize."

 "I don't want an apology."

 "What then?"

 "A promise. An oath." He paused. "A marriage."

 The mystif smiled. "Really?"

 "More than anything. I asked you once, and you ac?cepted. Do I need to ask again? I will if you want
me to."

 "No need," Pie said. "Nothing would honor me more.But here? Here, of all places?" The mystif s frown
becamea grin. "Scopique told me about a Dearther who's lockedup in the basement. He could do the
honors."

 "What's his religion?"

 "He's here because he thinks he's Jesus Christ."

 "Then he can prove it with a miracle."

 "What miracle's that?"
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 "He can make an honest man of John Furie Zacharias."

 3

 The marriage of the Eurhetemec mystif and the fugitiveJohn Furie Zacharias, called Gentle, took place
that nightin the depths of the asylum. Happily, their priest was pass?ing through a period of lucidity and
was willing to be ad?dressed by his real name, Father Athanasius. He bore theevidence of his dementia,
however: scars on his forehead,where the crowns of thorns he repeatedly fashioned andwore had dug
deep, and scabs on his hands where he'ddriven nails into his flesh. He was as fond of the frown as
Scopique of the grin, though the look of a philosopher satbadly on a face better suited to a comedian:
with its blob nose that perpetually ran, its teeth too widely spread, andeyebrows, like hairy caterpillars,
that concertinaed whenhe furrowed his forehead. He was kept, along with twenty or so other prisoners
judged exceptionally seditious, in the
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 deepest part of the asylum, his windowless cell guarded more vigorously than those of the prisoners on
higherfloors. It had thus taken some fancy maneuvering on Sco-pique's part to get access to him, and the
bribed guard, an Oethac, was only willing to turn a hooded eye for a fewminutes. The ceremony was
therefore short, conducted inan ad hoc mixture of Latin and English, with a few phrasespronounced in the
language of Athanasius' Second Domin? ion order, the Dearthers, the music of which more than
compensated for its unintelligibility. The oaths themselveswere necessarily spare, given the constraints of
time andthe redundance of most of the conventional vocabulary.

 "This isn't done in the sight of Hapexamendios,"Athanasius said, "nor in the sight of any God, or the
agent of any God. We pray that the presence of our Lady may however touch this union with Her infinite
compassion, and that you go together into the great union at somehigher time. Until then, I can only be as
a glass held up toyour sacrament, which is performed in your sight for yoursake."

 The full significance of these words didn't strike Gentleuntil later, when, with the oaths made and the
ceremonydone, he lay down in his cell beside his partner.

 "I always said I'd never marry," he whispered to themystif.

 "Regretting it already?"

 "Not at all. But it's strange to be married and not have awife."

 "You can call me wife. You can call me whatever youwant. Reinvent me. That's what I'm for."

 "I didn't marry you to use you, Pie."

 "That's part of it, though. We must be functions of eachother. Mirrors, maybe." It touched Gentle's face.
"I'll use you,believe me."

 "For what?"

 "For everything. Comfort, argument, pleasure."

 "I do want to learn from you."
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 "About what?"
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 "How to fly out of my head again, the way I did this af?ternoon. How to travel by mind."

 "By mote," Pie said, echoing the way Gentle had felt ashe'd driven his thoughts through N'ashap's skull.
"Mean?ing: a particle of thought, as seen in sunlight."

 "It can only be done in sunlight?"

 "No. It's just easier that way. Almost everything's easier in sunlight."

 "Except this," Gentle said, kissing the mystif. "I've al?ways preferred the night for this...."

 He had come to their marriage bed determined that hewould make love with the mystif as it truly was,
allowing nofantasy to intrude between his senses and the vision he'dglimpsed in N'ashap's office. That
oath made him as ner?vous as a virgin groom, demanding as it did a double un? veiling- Just as he
unbuttoned and discarded the clothesthat concealed the mystif s essential sex, so he had to tearfrom his
eyes the comfort of the illusions that lay between his sight and its object. What would he feel then? It was
easy to be aroused by a creature so totally reconfigured by desire that it was indistinguishable from the
thing desired. But what of the configurer itself, seen naked by nakedeyes?

 In the shadows its body was almost feminine, its planes serene, its surface smooth, but there was an
austerity in its sinew he couldn't pretend was womanly; nor were its but?tocks lush, or its chest ripe. It
was not his wife, and thoughit was happy to be imagined that way, and his mind tee?tered over and over
on the edge of giving in to such inven?tion, he resisted, demanding his eyes hold to their focus andhis
fingers to the facts. He began to wish it were lighter inthe cell, so as not to give ease to ambiguity. When
he puthis hand into the shadow between its legs and felt the heatand motion there, he said, "I want to
see," and Pie dutifullystood up in the light from the window so that Gentle could have a plainer view. His
heart was pumping furiously, but none of the blood was reaching his groin. It was filling his head, making
his face bum. He was glad he sat in shadow,where his discomfort was less visible, though he knew that
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 shadow concealed only the outward show, and the mystifwas perfectly aware of the fear he felt. He
took a deepbreath and got up from the bed, crossing to within touching distance of this enigma.

 "Why are you doing this to yourself?" Pie asked softly. "Why not let the dreams come?"

 "Because I don't want to dream you," he said. "I cameon this journey to understand. How can I
understand any?thing if all I look at is illusions?"

 "Maybe that's all there is."

 "That isn't true," he said simply.

 "Tomorrow, then," Pie said, temptingly. "Look plainlytomorrow. Just enjoy yourself tonight. I'm not the
reasonwe're in the Imajica. I'm not the puzzle you came to solve."
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 "On the contrary," Gentle said, a smile creeping into hisvoice. "I think maybe you are the reason. And
the puzzle. Ithink if we stayed here, locked up together, we could healthe Imajica from what's between
us." The smile appearedon his face now. "I never realized that till now. That's why I want to see you
clearly, Pie, so there're no lies between us."He put his hand against the mystif s sex. "You could fuckor
be fucked with this, right?"

 "Yes."

 "And you could give birth?"

 "I haven't. But it's been known."

 "And fertilize?"

 "Yes."

 "That's wonderful. And is there something else you cando?"

 "Like what?"

 "It isn't all doer or done to, is it? I know it isn't. There'ssomething else."

 "Yes, there is."

 "A third way."

 "Yes."

 "Do it with me, then."

 "I can't. You're male, Gentle. You're a fixed sex. It's a physical fact." The mystif put its hand on Gentle's
prick,
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 still soft in his trousers. "I can't take this away. Youwouldn't want me to." It frowned. "Would you?"

 "I don't know. Maybe."

 "You don't mean that."

 "If it meant finding a way, maybe I do. I've used my dickevery way I know how. Maybe it's redundant."

 Now it was Pie's turn to smile, but such a fragile smile, asthough the unease Gentle had felt now
burdened the mys-tif instead. It narrowed its shining eyes.

 "What are you thinking?" Gentle said.

 "How you make me a little afraid."
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 "Of what?"

 "Of the pain ahead. Of losing you."

 "You're not going to lose me," Gentle said, putting his hand around the back of Pie's neck and stroking
the napewith his thumb. "I told you, we could heal the Imajica fromhere. We're strong, Pie."

 The anxiety didn't go from the mystif s face, so Gentlecoaxed its face towards his and kissed it, first
discreetly,then with an ardor it seemed reluctant to match. Only mo?ments before, sitting on the bed, he'd
been the tentative one. Now it was the other way around. He put his handdown to its groin, hoping to
distract it from its sadness withcaresses. The flesh came to meet his fingers, warm andfluted, trickling into
the shallow cup of his palm a moisturehis skin drank like liquor. He pressed deeper, feeling the
elaboration grow at his touch. There was no hesitationhere; no shame or sorrow in this flesh, to keep it
from dis?playing its need, and need had never failed to arouse him.Seeing it on a woman's face was a
sure aphrodisiac, and itwas no less so now.

 He reached up from this play to his belt, unbuckling itwith one hand. But before he could take hold of his
prick,which was becoming painfully hard, the mystif did so, guid?ing him inside it with an urgency its face
still failed to be?tray. The bath of its sex soothed his ache, immersing himballs and all. He let out a long
sigh of pleasure, his nerveendings—starved of this sensation for months—rioting.The mystif had closed its
eyes, its mouth open. He put his
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 tongue hard between its lips, and it responded with a pas?sion he had never seen it manifest before. Its
handswrapped around his shoulders, and in possession of themboth it fell back against the wall, so hard
the breath wentfrom it into Gentle's throat. He drew it down into his lungs,inciting a hunger for more,
which the mystif understood without need of words, inhaling from the heated air be?tween them and filling
Gentle's chest as though he were ajust-drowned man being pumped back to life. He answered its gift
with thrusts, its fluids running freely down the insideof his thighs. It gave him another breath, and another.
He drank them all, eating the pleasure off its face in the mo?ments between, the breath received as his
prick was given.In this exchange they were both entered and enterer: ahint, perhaps, of the third way Pie
had spoken of, the cou?pling between unfixed forces that could not occur until hismanhood had been
taken from him. Now, as he worked hisprick against the warmth of the mystif's sex, the thought of
relinquishing it in pursuit of another sensation seemed lu?dicrous. There could be nothing better than this;
only dif?ferent.

 He closed his eyes, no longer afraid that his imagination would put a memory, or some invented
perfection, in Pie'splace, only that if he looked at the mystif's bliss too much longer he'd lose all control.
What his mind's eye pictured, however, was more potent still: the image of them locked together as they
were, inside each other, breath and prickswelling inside each other's skins until they could swell nofurther.
He wanted to warn the mystif that he could hold onno longer, but it seemed to have that news already. It
grasped his hair, pulling him off its face, the sting of it justanother spur now, and the sobs too, coming out
of themboth. He let his eyes open, wanting to see its face as hecame, and in the time it took for his lashes
to unknit, thebeauty in front of him became a mirror. It was his face hewas seeing, his body he was
holding. The illusion didn'tcool him. Quite the reverse. Before the mirror softenedinto flesh, its glass
becoming the sweat on Pie's sweet face,he passed the point of no return, and it was with that image
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 in his eye—his face mingled with the mystif s—that hisbody unleashed its little torrent. It was, as ever,
exquisite and racking, a short delirium followed by a sense of losshe'd never made peace with.

 The mystif began to laugh almost before he was fin?ished, and when Gentle drew his first clear breath it
was toask, "What's so funny?"

 "The silence," Pie said, suppressing the music so thatGentle could share the joke.

 He'd lain here in this cell hour after hour, unable tomake a moan, but he'd never heard a silence such as
this.The whole asylum was listening, from the depths where Fa?ther Athanasius wove his piercing crowns
to N'ashap's of?fice, its carpet indelibly marked with the blood his nose hadshed. There was not a
waking soul who'd not heard theircoupling.

 "Such a silence," the mystif said.

 As it spoke, the hush was broken by the sound of some?one yelling in his cell, a rage of loss and
loneliness that wenton unchecked for the rest of the night, as if to cleanse thegray stone of the joy that
had momentarily tainted it.

 27

 I

 If pressed, Jude could have named a dozen men—lovers,suitors, slaves—who'd offered her any prize
she set herheart on in return for her affections. She'd taken several upon their largesse. But her requests,
extravagant as some ofthem had been, were as nothing beside the gift she'd askedof Oscar Godolpnin.
Show me Yzordderrex, she'd said, andwatched his face fill with trepidation. He'd not refused herout of
hand. To have done so would have crushed in a mo?ment the affection growing between them, and he
wouldnever have forgiven himself that loss. He listened to her re-
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 quest, then made no further mention of it, hoping, nodoubt, she'd let the subject lie.

 She didn't, however. The blossoming of a physical rela?tionship between them had cured her of the
strange passiv?ity that had afflicted her when they'd first met. She hadknowledge of his vulnerability now.
She'd seen himwounded. She'd seen him ashamed of his lack of self-con?trol. She'd seen him in the act
of love, tender and sweetlyperverse. Though her feelings for him remained strong, this new perspective
removed the veil of unthinking acceptancefrom her eyes. Now, when she saw the desire he felt forher
—and he several times displayed that desire in the days following their consummation—it was the old
Judith, self-reh'ant and fearless, who watched from behind her smiles;watched and waited, knowing that
his devotion empow?ered her more by the day. The tension between these two selves—the remnants of
the compliant mistress his pres?ence had first conjured and the willful, focused womanshe'd been (and
now was again)—scourged the last dregsof dreaminess from her system, and her appetite for Do?
minion-hopping returned with fresh intensity. She didn'tshrink from reminding him of his promise to her as
the days went by, but on the first two occasions he made some politebut spurious excuse so as to avoid
talking further about it.

 On the third occasion her insistence won her a sigh, andeyes cast to heaven.
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 "Why is this so important to you?" he asked. "Yzord?derrex is an overpopulated cesspit. I don't know a
decentman or woman there who wouldn't prefer to be here in En?gland."

 "A week ago you were talking about disappearing thereforever. But you couldn't you said, because
you'd miss thecricket."

 "You've got a good memory."

 "I hang on your every word," she said, not without acertain sourness.

 "Well, the situation's changed. There's most likely goingto be revolution. If we went now, we'd probably
be exe?cuted on sight."
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 "You've come and gone often enough in the past," she
pointed out. "So have hundreds of others, haven't they?
You're not the only one. That's what magic is for: passing
between Dominions."                                                                           

 He didn't reply.

 "I want to see Yzordderrex, Oscar," she said, "and ifyou won't take me I'll find a magician who will."

 "Don't even joke about it."                                                               L

 "I mean it," she said fiercely. "You can't be the only one
who knows the way."                                                                          

 "Near enough."

 "There are others. Til find them if I have to."            

 "They're all crazy," he told her. "Or dead."

 "Murdered?" she said, the word out of her mouthbefore she'd fully grasped its implication.

 The look on his face, however (or rather its absence: thewilled blankness), was enough to confirm her
suspicion.The bodies she'd seen on the news being carted away fromtheir games were not those of
burned-out hippies and sex- ?crazed satanists. They were possessors of true power, menand women
who'd maybe walked where she longed towalk: in the Imajica.

 "Who's doing it, Oscar? It's somebody you know, isn'tit?"

 He got up and crossed to where she sat, his motion so:swift she thought for an instant he meant to strike
her. Butinstead he dropped to his knees in front of her, holding herhands tight and staring up at her with
almost hypnotic in?tensity.

 "Listen to me carefully," he said. "I have certain famil?ial duties, which I wish to God I didn't have. They
makedemands upon me I'd willingly shrug off if I could—"
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 "This is all to do with the tower, isn't it?"

 "I'd prefer not to discuss that."

 "We are discussing it, Oscar."

 "It's a very private and a very delicate business. I'mdealing with individuals quite without any sense of
moral?ity. If they were to know that I've said even this much toyou, both our lives would be in the direst
jeopardy. I beg
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 you, never utter another word about this to anyone. I

 should never have taken you up to the tower."

 If its occupants were half as murderous as he was sug-

 gesting, she thought, how much more lethal would they be; if they knew how many of the tower's secrets
she'd seen?"Promise me you'll let this subject alone," he went on.  

 "I want to see Yzordderrex, Oscar."

 "Promise me. No more talk about the tower, in thishouse or out of it. Say it, Judith."

 "All right. I won't talk about the tower."

 "In this house—"

 "—or out of it. But Oscar—"

 "What, sweet?"

 “I still want to see Yzordderrex."

 2

 Themorning after this exchange she went up to Highgate. Itwas another rainy day, and failing to find an
unoccupiedcab she braved the Underground. It was a mistake. She'dnever liked traveling by tube at the
best of times—itbrought out her latent claustrophobia—but she recalled as she rode that two of those
murdered in the spate of killingshad died in these tunnels: one pushed in front of a crowdedtrain as it
drew into Piccadilly station, the other stabbed todeath at midnight, somewhere on the Jubilee Line. This
was not a safe way to travel for someone who had even theslightest inkling of the prodigies half hidden in
the world;and she was one of those few. So it was with no little reliefshe stepped out into the open air at
Archway station (theclouds had cleared) and started up Highgate Hill on foot. Shie had no difficulty
finding the tower itself, though thebanality of its design, together with the shield of trees infull leaf in front
of it, meant few eyes were likely to look its
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 way.

  Despite the dire warnings issued by Oscar it was difficultto find much intimidating about the place, with
the spring sunshine warm enough to make her slip off her jacket, and the grass busy with sparrows
quarreling over worms raised
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 by the rain. She scanned the windows, looking for somesign of occupation, but saw none. Avoiding the
front door,with its camera trained on the step, she headed down theside of the building, her progress
unimpeded by walls or barbed wire. The owners had clearly decided the tower'sbest defense lay in its
utter lack of character, and the lessthey did to keep trespassers out the fewer would be at?tracted in the
first place. There was even less to see fromthe back than the front. There were blinds down over mostof
the windows, and those few that were not covered letonto empty rooms. She made a complete circuit of
thetower, looking for some other way into it, but there wasnone.

 As she returned to the front of the building she tried toimagine the passageways buried beneath her feet
—thebooks piled in the darkness, and the imprisoned soul lying in a deeper darkness still—hoping her
mind might be ableto go where her body could not. But that exercise proved asfruitless as her
window-watching. The real world was im?placable; it wouldn't shift a particle of soil to let herthrough.
Discouraged, she made one final circuit of thetower, then decided to give up. Maybe she'd come back
here at night, she thought, when solid reality didn't insiston her senses so brutally. Or maybe seek another
journeyunder the influence of the blue eye, though this optionmade her nervous. She had no real grasp of
the mechanismby which the eye induced such flights, and she feared givingit power over her. Oscar
already had enough of that.

 She put her jacket back on and headed away from thetower. To judge by the absence of traffic on
Hornsey Lane,the hill—which had been clogged with traffic—was stillblocked, preventing drivers from
making their way in thisdirection. The gulf usually filled with the din of vehicleswas not empty, however.
There were footsteps close be?hind her; and a voice.

 "Who are you?"

 She glanced around, not assuming the question was di?rected at her, but finding that she and the
questioner—awoman in her sixties, shabbily dressed and sickly—were
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 the only people in sight. Moreover, the woman's stare wasfixed upon her with a near manic intensity.
Again, thequestion, coming from a mouth that had about it a spittle-flecked asymmetry that suggested the
speaker had suffered astroke in the past.

 "Who are you?"

 Already irritated by her failure at the tower, Judith wasin no mood to humor what was plainly the local
schizophre?nic and was turning on her heel to walk away when thewoman spoke again."Don't you know
they'll hurt you?""Who will?1'she said.
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 "The people in the tower. The Tabula Rasa. What wereyou looking for?""Nothing."

 "You were looking very hard for nothing."

 "Are you spying for them?"

 The woman made an ugly sound that Judith took to be alaugh. "They don't even know I'm alive," she
said. Then,for the third time, "Who are you?" "My name's Judith."

 "I'm Clara Leash," the woman said. She cast a glanceback in the direction of the tower. "Walk on," she
said."There's a church halfway up the hill. I'll meet you there." "What is all this about?""At the church, not
here."

 So saying, she turned her back on Judith and walked off,her agitation enough to dissuade Judith from
following.Two words in their short exchange convinced her sheshould wait at the church and find out
what Clara Leashhad to say, however. Those words were Tabula Rasa. Shehadn't heard them spoken
since her conversation withCharlie at the estate, when he'd told her how he'd beenpassed over for
membership in favor of Oscar. He'd madelight of it at the time, and much of what he'd said had been
blotted from her mind by the violence and the revelationsthat followed. Now she found herself digging for
recollec?tions of what he'd said about the organization. Somethingabout the tainted soil of England, and
her saying tainted by
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 what?, and Charlie making some comical reply. Now sheknew what that taint was: magic. In that bland
tower thelives of the men and women whose bodies had been found in shallow graves or scraped from
the rails of the Piccadilly Line had been judged and found corrupt. No wonder Oscarwas losing weight
and sobbing in his sleep. He was a mem?ber of a Society formed for the express purpose of eradicat?ing
a second, and diminishing, society, to which he alsobelonged. For all his self-possession he was the
servant attwo masters: magic and its despoiler. It fell to her to helphim by whatever means she could.
She was his lover, anwithout her aid he would eventually be crushed between contrary imperatives. And
he in his turn was her ticket toYzordderrex, without whom she would never see the glo?ries of the
Imajica. They needed each other, alive and sane.

 She waited at the church for half an hour before ClaraLeash appeared, looking fretful.

 "Out here's no good," she said. "Inside."

 They stepped into the gloomy building and sat close tothe altar so as not to be overheard by the three
noontime,supplicants who were at their prayers towards the back. Itwas not an ideal place in which to
have a whispered conver?sation; their sibilance carried even if the sense did not, itsechoes corning back
to meet them off the bare walls. Norwas there much trust between them to begin with. To de?fend herself
from Clara's glare, Judith spent the early partof their exchange with her back half turned to the woman,;
only facing her fully when they'd disposed of the circumlfr-cutions and she felt confident enough to ask
the questionmost on her mind.

 "What do you know about the Tabula Rasa?"

 "Everything there is to know," Clara replied. "I was a
member of the Society for many years."
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 "But they think you're dead?"

 "They're not far wrong. I haven't got more than a fewmonths left, which is why it's important I pass along
what Iknow."

 "To me?"
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 "That depends," she said. "First I want to know whatyou were doing at the tower.""I was looking for a
way in.""Have you ever been inside?""Yes and no."

 "Meaning what?"

 "My mind's been inside even though my body hasn't," Judith said, fully expecting a repeat of Clara's
weird littlelaugh in response.

 Instead, the woman said, "On the night of Decemberthe thirty-first."

 "How the hell did you know that?"

 Clara put her hand up to Judith's face. Her fingers wereicy cold. "First, you should know how I departed
theTabula Rasa."

 Though she told her story without embellishments, ittook some time, given that so much of what she was
ex?plaining required footnotes for Judith to fully comprehendits significance. Clara, like Oscar, was the
descendant of one of the Society's founding members and had been brought up to believe in its basic
principles: England,tainted by magic—indeed, almost destroyed by it—had tobe protected from any cult
or individual who sought to edu?cate new generations in its corrupt practices. When Judithasked how this
near destruction had come about, Clara's answer was a story in itself. Two hundred years ago thiscoming
midsummer, she explained, a ritual had been at?tempted that had gone tragically awry. Its purpose had
been to reconcile the reality of earth with those of fourother dimensions.

 "The Dominions," Judith said, dropping her voice,which was already low, lower still.

 "Say it out loud," Clara replied. "Dominions! Domin?ions!" She only raised her voice to speaking
volume, but after such a time whispering it was shockingly loud. "It'sbeen a secret for too long," she said.
"And that gives theenemy power."

 "Who is the enemy?"

 "There are so many," she said. "In this Dominion, the
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 Tabula Rasa and its servants. And it's got plenty of thos -believe me, in the very highest places."

 "How?"

 "It's not difficult, when your members are the descend?ants of kingmakers. And if influence fails, you can
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alwabuy your way past democracy. It's going on all the time."

 "And in the other Dominions?"

 "Getting information's more difficult, especially now, I knew two women who regularly passed between
here anthe Reconciled Dominions. One of them was found dead week ago, the other's disappeared. She
may also have been murdered—"

 "By the Tabula Rasa."

 "You know a good deal, don't you? What's yoursource?"

 Judith had known Clara would ask that question eventu-ally and had been trying to decide how she
would answer itHer belief in Clara Leash's integrity grew apace, butwouldn't it be precipitous to share
with a woman she'dtaken for a bag lady only two hours before a secret thatcould be Oscar's death
warrant if known to the TabulaRasa?

 "I can't tell you my source," she said. "This person's ia, great danger as it is."

 "And you don't trust me." She raised her hand to ward
off any protest. "Don't sweet-talk me!" she said. "You
don't trust me, and why should I blame you? But let me ask
this: Is this source of yours a man?"                                                 

 "Yes. Why?"

 "You asked me before who the enemy was, and I said.the Tabula Rasa. But we've got a more obvious
enemy: theopposite sex."

 "What?"

 "Men,Judith. The destroyers."

 "Oh, now wait—"

 "There used to be Goddesses throughout the Domin?ions, Powers that took our sex's part in the cosmic
drama.They're all dead, Judith. They didn't just die of old age.They were systematically eradicated by the
enemy."
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 "Ordinary men don't kill Goddesses."   

 "Ordinary men serve extraordinary men. Extraordinary men get their visions from the Gods. And Gods
kill God?desses."

 "That's too simple. It sounds like a school lesson." "Learn it, then. And if you can, disprove it. I'd like
that,truly I would. I'd like to discover that the Goddesses are all inhiding somewhere—"

 "Like the woman under the tower?"
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 For the first time in this dialogue, Clara was lost forwords. She simply stared, leaving Jude to fill the
silence ofher astonishment.

 "When I said I've been into the tower in my mind, thatisn't strictly true," Jude said. "I've only been under
thetower. There's a cellar there, like a maze. It's full of books.And behind one of the walls there's a
woman. I thought shewas dead at first, but she isn't. She's maybe close to it, butshe's holding on."

 Clara was visibly shaken by this account. "I thought Iwas the only one who knew she was there," she
said.

 "More to the point, do you know who she is?"

 "I've got a pretty good idea," Clara said, and picked up the story she'd been diverted from earlier: the
tale of howshe'd come to leave the Tabula Rasa.

 The library beneath the tower, she explained, was themost comprehensive collection of manuscripts
dealing withthe occult sciences—but more particularly the legends and lore of the Imajica—in the world.
It had been gathered bythe men who'd founded the Society, led by Roxboroughand Godolphin, to keep
from the hands and minds of inno?cent Englishmen the stain of things Imajical; but ratherthan cataloguing
the collection—making an index of theseforbidden books—generations of the Tabula Rasa had sim?ply
left them to fester.

 "I took it upon myself to sort through the collection. Be?lieve it or not, I was once a very ordered
woman, I got itfrom my father. He was in the military. At first I waswatched by two other members of the
Society. That's the law. No member of the Society is allowed into the library
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 alone, and if any one judges either of the other two to be inany way unduly interested or influenced by
the volumthey can be tried by the Society and executed. I don't thinit's ever been done. Half the books
are in Latin, and whoreads Latin? The other half—you've seen for yourselfthey're rotting on their spines,
like all of us. But I wantedorder, the way Daddy would have liked it. Everything neatand tidy.

 "My companions soon got tired of my obsession and leftme to it. And in the middle of the night I felt
something...or somebody... pulling at my thoughts, plucking themout of my scalp one by one, like hairs.
Of course I thought itwas the books, at first. I thought the words had got somepower over me. I tried to
leave, but you know I really didn'twant to. I'd been Daddy's repressed little daughter for fiftyyears, and I
was about ready to crack. Celestine knew ittoo—"

 "Celestine is the woman in the wall?"

 "I believe it's her, yes."

 "But you don't know who she is?"

 "I'm coming to that," Clara said. "Roxborough's housestood on the land where the tower now stands.
The cellar isthe cellar of that house. Celestine was—indeed, still is—Roxborough's prisoner. He walled
her up because hedidn't dare kill her. She'd seen the face of Hapexamendios,the God of Gods. She was
insane, but she'd been touched"by divinity, and even Roxborough didn't dare lay a fingeron her."
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 "How do you know all this?"

 "Roxborough wrote a confession, a few days before hedied. He knew the woman he'd walled up would
outlivehim by centuries, and I suppose he also knew that sooner orlater somebody would find her. So the
confession was alsoa warning to whatever poor, victimized man came along,telling him that she was not
to be touched. Bury her again,he said, I remember that very clearly. Bury her again, in the deepest
abyss your wits may devise —"

 "Where did you find this confession?"

 "In the wall, that night when I was alone. I believe
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 Celestine led me to it, by plucking thoughts out of my headAnd putting new ones in. But she plucked too
hard. Mymind gave up. I had a stroke down there. I wasn't found forthree days." "That's horrible—"

 "My suffering's nothing compared to hers. Roxboroughhad found this woman in London, or his spies
had, and heknew she was a creature of immense power. He probably realized it more clearly than she
did, in fact, because he says in the confession she was a stranger to herself. Butshe'd seen sights no other
human being had ever witnessed. She'd been snatched from the Fifth Dominion, escortedacross the
Imajica, and taken into the presence of Hapexa-mendios."

 "Why?"

 "It gets stranger. When he interrogated her, she toldhim she'd been brought back into the Fifth Dominion
preg-nant."

 "She was having God's child?"

 "That's what she told Roxborough."

 'She could have been inventing it all, just to keep himfrom hurting her."

 "I don't think he'd have done that. In fact I think he was half in love with her. He said in the confession he
felt likehis friend Godolphin. I'm broken by a woman's eye, hewrote."

 "That's an odd phrase," Jude thought, thinking of thestone as she did so: its stare, its authority.

 "Well, Godolphin died obsessing on some mistress he'dloved and lost, claiming he'd been destroyed by
her. Themen were always the innocents, you see. Victims of femaleeonnivings. I daresay Roxborough'd
persuaded himselfthat walling Celestine up was an act of love. Keeping herunder his thumb forever."

 "What happened to the child?" Judith said.

 "Maybe she can tell us herself," Clara replied.

 "Then we have to get her out."

 "Indeed."
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 "Do you have any idea how?"
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 "Not yet," Clara said. "Until you appeared I was readyto despair. But between the two of us we'll find
some way to save her,"

 It was getting late, and Jude was anxious that her ab?sence not be noted, so the plans they laid were
sketchy inthe extreme. A further examination of the tower wasclearly in order, this time—Clara
proposed—under coverof darkness.

 "Tonight," she suggested.

 "No, that's too soon. Give me a day to make up some
excuse for being out for the night,"
"Who's the watchdog?" Clara said.
"Just a man."

 "Suspicious?"                                                                                   
"Sometimes."

 "Well, Celestine's waited a long time to be set free. She can wait another twenty-four hours. But please,
no longer, I'm not a well woman."

 Jude put her hand over Clara's hand, the first contactbetween them since the woman had touched her icy
fingersto Jude's cheek. "You're not going to die," she said.

 "Oh, yes, I am. It's no great hardship. But I want to see Celestine's face before I leave."

 "We will," Judith said. "If not tomorrow night, soonafter."

 3

 She didn't believe what Clara had said about men per?tained to Oscar, He was no destroyer of
Goddesses, eitherby hand or proxy. But Dowd was another matter entirely.Though his facade was
civilized—almost prissy at times—she would never forget the casual way he'd disposed of thevoiders'
bodies, warming his hands at the pyre as thoughthey were branches, not bones, that were cracking in the
flames. And, as bad luck would have it, Dowd was back atthe house when she returned, and Oscar was
not, so it washis questions she was obliged to answer if she wasn't toarouse his suspicions with silence.
When he asked her what
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 she'd done with the day, she told him she'd gone out for a long walk along the Embankment. He then
inquired as towhether the tube had been crowded, though she'd not toldhim she'd traveled that way. She
said it was. You should take a cab next time, he said. Or, better still, allow me to(hive you. I'm certain
Mr. Godolphin would prefer you totravel in comfort, he said. She thanked him for his kind?ness. Will you
be planning other trips soon? he asked. Shehad her story for the following evening already prepared, but
Dowd's manner never failed to throw her off balance,and she was certain any lie she told now would be
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instantlyspotted, so she said she didn't know, and he let the subjectdrop.

 Oscar didn't come home until the middle of the night,slipping into bed beside her as gently as his bulk
allowed.She pretended to wake. He murmured a few words of apol?ogy for stirring her, and then some
of love. Feigning asleepy tone, she told him she was going to see her friend Clem tomorrow night, and
did he mind? He told her sheshould do whatever she wanted, but keep her beautifulbody for him. Then
he kissed her shoulder and neck andfell asleep.

 She had arranged to meet Clara at eight in the evening, outside the church, but she left for that
rendezvous twohours before in order to go via her old flat. She didn't know what place in the scheme of
things the carved blue eye had,but she'd decided the night before that it should be withher when they
made their attempt to liberate Celestine.. The flat felt cold and neglected, and she spent only a few
minutes there, first retrieving the eye from her wardrobe, then quickly leafing through the mail—most of it
junk—that had arrived since she'd last visited. These tasks com?pleted, she set out for Highgate, taking
Dowd's advice andhailing a taxi to do so. It delivered her to the churchtwenty-five minutes early, only to
find that Clara was al?ready there.

 "Have you eaten, my girl?" Clara wanted to know.

 Jude told her she had.
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 "Good," Clara said. "We'll need all our strength to?night."

 "Before we go any further," Jude said, "I want to show
you something. I don't know what use it can be to us, but I
think you ought to see it." She brought the parcel of cloth
out of her bag. "Remember what you said about Celestine
plucking the thoughts out of your head?"

 "Of course."

 "This is what did the same to me."                                                

 She began to unwrap the eye, a subtle tremor in her fin-gers as she did so. Four months and more had
passed sinceshe'd hidden it away with such superstitious care but her ,memory of its effect was
undimmed, and she half expected it to exercise some power now. It did nothing, though; it layin the folds
of its covering, looking so unremarkable shewas almost embarrassed to have made such a show of un?
veiling it. Clara, however, stared at it with a smile on herlips.

 "Where did you get this?" she said.               

 "I'd rather not say."

 "This is no time for secrets," Clara snapped. "How did -
you come by it?"                                                                                  •

 "It was given to my husband. My ex-husband."

 "Who by?"
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 "His brother."

 "And who's his brother?"

 She took a deep breath, undecided even as she drew it ,whether she'd expel it again as truth or
fabrication.

 ''His name's Oscar Godolphin," she said.

 At this reply Clara physically retreated from Judith, al?most as though this name was proof of the plague.

 "Do you know Oscar Godolphin?" she said, her toneappalled.

 "Yes, I do."                                                                                       

 "Is he the watchdog?" she said,
"Yes, he is."

 "Cover it up," she said, shunning the eye now. "Cover itup and put it away." She turned her back on
Judith, run?ning her crabbed hands through her hair. "You and Godol- .
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phin?" she said, half to herself. "What does that mean?
What does that mean?"

    "It doesn't mean anything," Jude said. "What I feel forhim and what we're doing now are completely
different is?sues."

 "Don't be naive," Clara replied, glancing back at Jude."Godolphin's a member of the Tabula Rasa, and a
man.You and Celestine are both women, and his prisoners—"

 "I'm not his prisoner," Jude said, infuriated by Clara'scondescension. "I do what I want when I want."

 "Until you defy history," Clara said. "Then you'll see how much he thinks he owns you." She approached
Judeagain, taking her voice down to a pained whisper. "Under? stand this," she said. "You can't save
Celestine and keephis affections. You're going to be digging at the very foun?dations—literally, the
foundations—of his family and hisfaith, and when he finds out—and he will, when the TabulaRasa starts
to crumble—whatever's between you will meannothing. We're not another sex, Judith, we're another
spe-ties. What's going on in our bodies and our heads isn'tremotely like what's going on in theirs. Our
hells are differ?ent. So are our heavens. We're enemies, and you can't beon both sides in a war."

 "It isn't war," Jude said. "If it was war I'd be angry, and I've never been calmer."

 "We'll see how calm you are, when you see how thingsreally stand."

 Jude took another deep breath. "Maybe we should stoparguing and do what we came to do," she said.
Clara looked at her balefully. "I think stubborn bitch is thephrase you're looking for," Jude remarked.

 "I never trust the passive ones," Clara said, betraying atrace of admiration."I'll remember that."
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 The tower was in darkness, and the trees clogged the lamp-tight from the street, leaving the forecourt
shadowy and theroute down the flank of the building virtually lightless.Gara had obviously wandered here
by night many times,
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 however, because she went with confidence, leaving Jude :to trail, snared by the brambles and stung by
the nettles ithad been easy to avoid in the sunshine. By the time shereached the back of the tower, her
eyes were better accus?tomed to the murk and found Clara standing twenty yardsfrom the building,
staring at the ground.

 "What are you doing back here?" Jude said. "We know
there's only one way in."                                                                     
"Barred and bolted," she said. "I'm thinking there may
be some other entrance to the cellar under the turf, even if
it's only a ventilation pipe. The first thing we should do is
locate Celestine's cell."
"How do we do that?"

 "We use the eye that took you traveling," Clara said."Come on, come on, give it over."

 "I thought it was too tainted to be touched.""Not at all."

 "The way you looked at it..."

 "It's loot, my girl. That's what repulsed me. It's a pieceof women's history traded between two men."

 "I'm sure Oscar didn't know what it was," she said,thinking even as she defended him that this was
probablyuntrue.

 "It belongs to a great temple—"
"He certainly doesn't loot temples," Jude said, taking
the contentious item from her pocket.
"I'm not saying he does," Clara replied. "The temples

 were brought down long before the line of the Godolphins
was even founded. Well, are you going to hand it over or  ;
not?"

 Jude unwrapped the eye, discovering in herself a reluc?tance to share it she hadn't anticipated. It was no
longer as unremarkable as it had been. It gave off a subtle lumines?cence, blue and steady, by which she
and Clara could seeeach other, albeit faintly.

 Their gazes met, the eye's light gleaming between themlike the glance of a third conspirator, a woman
wiser thanthem both, whose presence—despite the dull murmur oftraffic, and jets droning through the
clouds above—exalted
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 the moment. Jude found herself wondering how manywomen had gathered in the glow of this light or its
likedown the ages: gathered, to pray, or make sacrifice, or shel?ter from the destroyer. Countless
numbers, no doubt, deadand forgotten but, in this brief time out of time, reclaimedfrom anonymity; not
named, but at least acknowledged bythese new acolytes. She looked away from Clara, towardsthe eye.
The solid world around her suddenly seemed ir?relevant—at best a game of veils, at worst a trap in
whichthe spirit struggled and, struggling, gave credence to the lie.There was no need to be bound by its
rules. She could fly beyond it with a thought. She looked up again to confirmthat Clara was also ready to
move, but her companion was glancing out of the circle, towards the corner of the tower.

 "What is it?" Jude said, following the direction ofClara's gaze. Somebody was approaching them through
thedarkness, in the walk a nonchalance she could name in asyllable: "Dowd."

 "You know him?" Clara said.

 "A little," Dowd said, his voice as casual as his gait."But really, there's so much she doesn't know."

 Clara's hands dropped from Jude's, breaking the charmof three.

 "Don't come any closer," Clara said.

 Surprisingly, Dowd stopped dead in his tracks, a fewyards from the women. There was sufficient light
from theeye for Jude to pick out his face. Something, or things,seemed to be crawling around his mouth,
as though he'djust eaten a handful of ants and a few had escaped frombetween his lips.

 "I would so love to kill you both," he said, and with thewords further mites escaped and ran over his
cheeks andchin. "But your time will come, Judith. Very soon. Fornow, it's just Clara....It is Clara, isn't
it?"

 "Go to hell, Dowd," Jude said.

 "Step away from the old woman," Dowd replied.

 Jude's response was to take hold of Clara's arm."You're not going to hurt anybody, you little shit," she
said.
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 There was a fury rising in her the like of which she'd not
felt in months. The eye was heavy in her hand; she was
ready to brain the bastard with it if he took a step towards
them.
"Did you not understand me, whore?" he said, moving ,
towards her as he did so. "I told you: Step away!"

 In her rage she went to meet his approach, raising herweighted hand as she did so, but in the instant that
she letgo of Clara he sidestepped her, and she lost sight of him.Realizing that she'd done exactly as he'd
planned, shereeled around, intending to take hold of Clara again. But he was there before her. She heard
a shout of horror andsaw Clara staggering away from her attacker. The miteswere at her face already,
blinding her. Jude ran to catchhold of her before she fell, but this time Dowd moved to-wards her, not
away, and with a single blow struck the ,stone from Jude's hand. She didn't turn to reclaim it butwent to
Clara's aid. The woman's moans were terrible; sowere the tremors in her body.

Page  278



 "What have you done to her?" she yelled at Dowd."Undone, lovely, undone. Let her be. You can't help
her now."

 Clara's body was light, but when her legs buckled shecarried Jude down with her. Her moans had
become howlsnow, as she reached up to her face as if to scratch out her eyes, for there the mites were at
some agonizing work. In -desperation Jude tried to feel for the creatures in the dark?ness, but either they
were too fast for her fingers or they'd gone where fingers couldn't follow. All she could do wasbeg for a
reprieve.

 "Make them stop," she said to Dowd. "Whatever youwant, I'll do, butplease make them stop."

 "They're voracious little sods, aren't they?" he said. He was crouching in front of the eye, the blue light il?
luminating his face, which wore a mask of chilling serenity.As she watched he picked mites from around
his mouthand let them drop to the ground.

 "I'm afraid they've got no ears, so I can't call themback," he said. "They only know how to unmake.
And
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 they'll unmake anything but their maker. In this case, that'sme. So I'd leave her alone, if I were you.
They're indis?criminate."

 She turned her attention back to the woman in her arms. Clara had given up scratching at her eyes, and
the tremorsin her body were rapidly diminishing.

 "Speak to me," Jude said. She reached for Clara's face,a little ashamed of how tentative Dowd's
warning hadmade her.

 There was no answer from the body, unless there werewords in Clara's dying moans. Jude listened,
hoping to findsome vestigial sense there, but there was none. She felt asingle spasm pass down Clara's
spine, as though something in her head had snapped, and then the whole systemstopped dead. From the
moment when Dowd had first ap?peared, perhaps ninety seconds had passed. In that timeevery hope
that had gathered here had been undone. Shewondered if Celestine had heard this tragedy unfold, an?
other's suffering adding to her own sum.

 "Dead, then, lovey," Dowd said.

 Jude let Clara's body slip from her arms into the grass.

 "We should be going," he went on, his tone so blandthey might have been forsaking a picnic instead of a
corpse."Don't worry about Clara. I'll fetch what's left of herlater."

 She heard the sound of his feet behind her and stood up,rather than be touched by him. Overhead,
another jet wasroaring in the clouds. She looked towards the eye, but it toohad been unmade.

 "Destroyer," she said.

 28
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 Gentle had forgotten his short exchange with Aping abouttheir shared enthusiasm for painting, but Aping
had not.The morning after the wedding in Athanasius' cell, the ser?geant came to fetch Gentle and
escorted him to a room atthe other end of the building, which he had turned into astudio. It had plenty of
windows, so the light was as good asthis region was ever likely to supply, and he had gatheredover the
months of his posting here an enviable selection ofmaterials. The products of this workplace were,
however, those of the most uninspired dilettante. Designed withoutcompositional skill and painted without
sense of color,their only real point of interest lay in their obsessiveness.There were, Aping proudly told
Gentle, one hundred and fifty-three pictures, and their subject was unchanging: hischild, Huzzah, the
merest mention of whom had caused theloving portraitist such unease. Now, in the privacy of his place of
inspiration, he explained why. His daughter wasyoung, he said, and her mother dead; he'd been obliged
tobring her with him when orders from Iahmandhas movedhim to the Cradle.

 "I could have left her in L'Himby," he told Gentle. "Butwho knows what kind of harm she'd have come
to if I'ddone that? She's a child."

 "So she's here on the island?"

 "Yes, she is. But she won't step out of her room in thedaytime. She's afraid of catching the madness, she
says. Ilove her very much. And as you can see"—he indicated thepaintings—"she's very beautiful."

 Gentle was obliged to take the man's word for it."Where is she now?" he asked.

 "Where she always is," Aping said. "In her room. Shehas very strange dreams."

 "I know how she feels," Gentle said.

 IMAJICA                                                                                    383

 "Do you?" Aping replied, with a fervor in his voice thatsuggested that art was not, after alt, the subject
Gentle hadbeen brought here to debate. "You dream too, then?"

 "Everybody does."

 "That's what my wife used to tell me." He lowered hisvoice. "She had prophetic dreams. She knew when
she wasgoing to die, to the very hour. But I donjt dream at all. So I can't share what Huzzah feels."

 "Are you suggesting that maybe I could?"

 "This is a very delicate matter," Aping said. "Yzordder-rexian law prohibits all proprieties."

 "I didn't know that."

 "Especially women, of course," Aping went on. "That'sthe real reason I keep her out of sight. It's true,
she fearsthe madness, but I'm afraid for what's inside her evenmore."

 "Why?"
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 "I'm afraid if she keeps company with anyone but meshe'll say something out of turn, and N'ashap will
realizeshe has visions like her mother."

 "And that would be—"

 "Disastrous! My career would be in tatters. I should never have brought her." He looked up at Gentle.
"I'monly telling you this because we're both artists, and artists have to trust each other, like brothers, isn't
that right?"

 "That's right," said Gentle. Aping's large hands weretrembling, he saw. The man looked to be on the
verge ofcollapse. "Do you want me to speak to your daughter?" heasked.

 "More thanthat..."

 "Tell me."

 "I want you to take her with you, when you and the mys-tif leave. Take her to Yzordderrex."

 "What makes you think we're going there—or any?where, come to that?"

 "I have my spies, and so does N'ashap. Your plans arebetter known than you'd like. Take her with you,
Mr. Za-charias. Her mother's parents are still alive. They'll lookafter her."
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 "It's a big responsibility to take a child all that way."

 Aping pursed his lips. "I would of course be able to easeyour departure from the island, if you were to
take her."

 "Suppose she won't go?" Gentle said.

 "You must persuade her," he said simply, as though heknew Gentle had long experience of persuading
little girlsto do what he wanted.

 Nature had played Huzzah Aping three cruel tricks. One, ithad lent her powers that were expressly
forbidden under the Autarch's regime; two, it had given her a father who,despite his sentimental dotings,
cared more for his militarycareer than for her; and, three, it had given her a face thatonly a father could
ever have described as beautiful. Shewas a thin, troubled creature of nine or ten, her black haircut
comically, her mouth tiny and tight. When, after muchcajoling, those lips deigned to speak, her voice was
wan anddespairing. It was only when Aping told her that her visitorwas the man who'd fallen into the sea
and almost died that her interest was sparked.

 "You went down into the Cradle?" she said.

 "Yes, I did," Gentle replied, coming to the bed on whichshe sat, her arms wrapped around her knees.

 "Did you see the Cradle Lady?" the girl said.

 "See who?" Aping started to hush her, but Gentlewaved him into silence. "See who?" he said again.
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 "She lives in the sea," Huzzah said. "I dream abouther—and I hear her sometimes—but I haven't seen
her yet.I want to see her."

 "Does she have a name?" Gentle asked.

 "Tishalulle," Huzzah replied, pronouncing the run ofthe syllables without hesitation. "That's the sound the
waves made when she was born," she explained. "Ti?shalulle."

 "That's a lovely name."

 "I think so," the girl said gravely. "Better than Huz?zah."

 "Huzzah's pretty too," Gentle replied. "Where I come
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 from, Huzzah's the noise people make when they'rehappy."

 She looked at him as though the idea of happiness wasutterly alien to her, which Gentle could believe.
Now hesaw Aping in his daughter's presence, he better understoodthe paradox of the man's response to
her. He was fright?ened of the girl. Her illegal powers upset him for his repu?tation's sake, certainly, but
they also reminded him of apower he had no real mastery over. The man painted Huz?zah's fragile face
over and over as an act of perverse devo?tion, perhaps, but also of exorcism. Nor was the child much
better served by her gift. Her dreams condemned her tothis cell and filled her with obscure longings. She
was moretheir victim than their celebrant.

 Gentle did his best to draw from her a little more infor?mation on this woman Tishalulle, but she either
knew very little or was unprepared to vouchsafe further insights in herfather's presence. Gentle suspected
the latter. As he left,however, she asked him quietly if he would come and visither again, and he said he
would.

 He found Pie in their cell, with a guard on the door. Themystif looked grim.

 "N'ashap's revenge," it said, nodding towards theguard. "I think we've outstayed our welcome."

 Gentle recounted his conversation with Aping and themeeting with Huzzah.

 "So the law prohibits proprieties, does it? That's a pieceof legislation I hadn't heard about."

 "The way she talked about the Cradle Lady—"

 "Her mother, presumably."

 "Why do you say that?"

 "She's frightened and she wants her mother. Who canblame her? And what's a Cradle Lady if not a
mother?"

 "I hadn't thought of it that way," Gentle said. "I'd sup?posed there might be some literal truth to what she
wassaying."
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 "I doubt it."

 "Are we going to take her with us or not?"
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 "It's your choice, of course, but I say absolutely not."

 "Aping said he'd help us if we took her."

 "What's his help worth, if we're burdened with a child?Remember, we're not going alone. We've got to
get Sco-pique out too, and he's confined to his cell the way we are. N'ashap has ordered a general
clamp-down."

 "He must be pining for you."

 Pie made a sour face. "I'm certain our descriptions are on their way to his headquarters even now. And
when hegets an answer he's going to be a very happy Oethac, know?ing he's got a couple of
desperadoes under lock and key.We'll never get out once he knows who we are."

 "So we have to escape before he realizes. I just thankGod the telephone never made it to this
Dominion."

 "Maybe the Autarch banned it. The less people talk, theless they can plot. You know, I think maybe I
should tryand get access to N'ashap. I'm sure I could persuade him togive us a freer rein, if I could just
talk with him for a fewminutes."

 "He's not interested in conversation, Pie," Gentle said."He'd prefer to keep your mouth busy some other
way."

 "So you simply want to fight your way out?" Pie replied."Use pneuma against N'ashap's men?"

 Gentle paused to think this option through. "I don't think that'd be too clever," he said. "Not with me still
weak. In a couple of days, maybe we could take them on. But not yet."

 "We don't have that long."

 "I realize that."

 "And even if we did, we'd be better avoiding a face-to-face conflict. N'ashap's troops may be lethargic,
but there's a good number of them."

 "Perhaps you should see him, then, and try to mellowhim a little. I'll talk to Aping and praise his pictures
somemore."

 "Is he any good?"

 "Put it this way: As a painter he makes a damn fine fa?ther. But he trusts me, with us being fellow artists
and all."
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 The mystif got up and called to the guard, requesting a
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 private interview with Captain N'ashap. The man mum?bled something smutty and left his post, having
first beatenthe bolts on the door with his rifle butt to be certain theywere firmly in place. The sound drove
Gentle to the win?dow, to stare out at the open air. There was a brightness inthe cloud layer that
suggested the suns might be on their way through. The mystif joined him, slipping its armsaround his neck.

 "What are you thinking?" it said.

 "Remember Efreet's mother, in Beatrix?"

 "Of course."

 "She told me she'd dreamt about me coming to sit at hertable, though she wasn't certain whether I'd be a
man or awoman."

 "Naturally you were deeply offended."

 "I would have been once," Gentle said. "But it didn'tmean that much when she said it. After a few weeks
withyou, I didn't give a shit what sex I was. See how you've cor?rupted me?"

 "My pleasure. Is there any more to this story, or is thatit?"

 "No, there's more. She started talking about Goddesses,I remember. About how they were hidden
away...."

 "And you think Huzzah's found one?"

 "We saw acolytes in the mountains, didn't we? Whynot a Deity? Maybe Huzzah did go dreaming for her
mother..."

 "... but instead she found a Goddess."

 "Yes. Tishalulle, out there in the Cradle, waiting torise."

 "You like the idea, don't you?"

 "Of hidden Goddesses? Oh, yes. Maybe it's just the woman chaser in me. Or maybe I'm like Huzzah,
waitingfor someone I can't remember, wanting to see some face orother, come to fetch me away."

 "I'm already here," Pie said, kissing the back of Gen?tle's neck. "Every face you ever wanted."

 "Even a Goddess?"

 "Ah—"
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 The sound of the bolts being drawn aside silenced them.The guard had returned with the news that
Captain N'a-shap had consented to see the mystif.

 "If you see Aping," Gentle said as it left, "will you tellhim I'd love to sit and talk painting with him?"

 "I'll do that."

 They parted, and Gentle returned to the window. Theclouds had thickened their defenses against the
suns, andthe Cradle lay still and empty again beneath their blanket. Gentle said again the name Huzzah
had shared with him,the word that was shaped like a breaking wave.

 "Tishalulle."

 The sea remained motionless. Goddesses didn't come at a call. At least, not his.

 He was just estimating the time that Pie had been away—and deciding it was an hour or more—when
Aping ap?peared at the cell door, dismissing the guard from his postwhile he talked.

 "Since when have you been under lock and key?" heasked Gentle.

 "Since this morning."

 "But why? I understood from the captain that you andthe mystif were guests, after a fashion."

 "We were."

 A twitch of anxiety passed over Aping's features. "Ifyou're a prisoner here," he said stiffly, "then of
course the situation's changed."

 "You mean we won't be able to debate painting?"

 "I mean you won't be leaving."

 "What about your daughter?"

 "That's academic now."

 "You'll let her languish, will you? You'll let her die?"

 "She won't die."

 "I think she will."

 Aping turned his back on his tempter. 'The law is thelaw," he said.

 "I understand," Gentle replied softly. "Even artistshave to bow to that master, I suppose."
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 "I understand what you're doing," Aping said. "Don'tthink I don't."
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 "She's a child, Aping."

 "Yes. I know. But I'll have to tend to her as best I can."

 "Why don't you ask her whether she's seen her owndeath?"

 "Oh, Jesu," Aping said, stricken. He began to shake his head. "Why must this happen to me?"

 "It needn't. You can save her."

 "It isn't so clear-cut," Aping said, giving Gentle a har?ried look. "I have my duty."

 He took a handkerchief from his trouser pocket andwiped hard at his mouth, back and forth, as though
a resi?due of guilt clung there and he was afraid it would give himaway.

 "I have to think," he said, going back to the door. "Itseemed so easy. But now...I have to think."

 The guard was at his post again when the door opened,and Gentle was obliged to let the sergeant go
without hav?ing the chance to broach the subject of Scopique.

 There was further frustration when Pie returned. N'a-shap had kept the mystif waiting two hours and had
finally decided not to grant the promised interview.

 "I heard him even if I didn't see him," Pie said. "Hesounded to be roaring drunk."

 "So both of us were out of luck. I don't think Aping'sgoing to help us. If the choice is between his
daughter andhis duty he'll choose his duty.""So we're stuck here." "Until we plot another plot.""Shit."

 2

 Night fell without the suns appearing again, the only soundthroughout the building that of the guards
proceeding upand down the corridors, bringing food to the cells, thenslamming and locking the doors
until dawn. Not a singlevoice was raised to protest the fact that the privileges of the
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 evening—games of Horsebone, recitations of scenes fromQuexos, and Malbaker's Numbubo, works
many hereknew by heart—had been withdrawn. There was a univer?sal reluctance to make a peep, as if
each man, alone in his cell, was prepared to forgo every comfort, even that ofpraying aloud, to keep
themselves from being noticed.

 "N'ashap must be dangerous when drunk," Pie said, byway of explanation for this breathless hush.

 "Maybe he's fond of midnight executions."

 "I'd take a bet on who's top of his list."

 "I wish I felt stronger. If they come for us, we'll fight, right?"

 "Of course," Pie said. "But until they do, why don't you sleep for a while?"
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 "You must be kidding."

 "At least stop pacing about."

 "I've never been locked up by anybody before. It makesme claustrophobic."

 "One pneuma and you could be out of here," Pie re?minded him.

 "Maybe that's what we should be doing."

 "If we're pressed. But we're not yet. For Christ's sake,lie down."

 Reluctantly, Gentle did so, and despite the anxietiesthat lay down beside him to whisper in his ear, his
body wasmore interested in rest than their company, and he quicklyfell asleep.

 He was woken by Pie, who murmured, "You've got avisitor."

 He sat up. The cell's light had been turned off, and had itnot been for the smell of oil paint he'd not have
known the identity of the man at the door.

 "Zacharias. I need your help."

 "What's wrong?"

 "Huzzah is... I think she's going crazy. You've got tocome." His whispering voice trembled. So did the
hand he laid on Gentle's arm. "I think she's dying," he said.

 "If I go, Pie comes too."

 "No, I can't take that risk."
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 "And I can't take the risk of leaving my friend here,"Gentle said.

 "And I can't take the risk of being found out. If thereisn't somebody in the cell when the guard passes—"

 "He's right," said Pie. "Go on. Help the child."

 "Is that wise?"

 "Compassion's always wise."

 "All right. But stay awake. We haven't said our prayersyet. We need both our breaths for that."

 "I understand."

 Gentle slipped out into the passage with Aping, whowinced at every click the key made as he locked the
door. So did Gentle. The thought of leaving Pie alone in the cell sickened him. But there seemed to be no
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other choice.

 "We may need a doctor's help," Gentle said as theycrept down the darkened corridors. "I suggest you
fetchScopique from his cell."

 "Is he a doctor?"

 "He certainly is."

 "It's you she's asking for," Aping said. "I don't know why. She just woke up, sobbing and begging me to
fetchyou. She's so cold!"

 With Aping's knowledge of how regularly each floor and passageway was patrolled to aid them, they
reachedHuzzah's cell without encountering a single guard. The girl wasn't lying on her bed, as Gentle had
expected, but was crouched on the floor, with her head and hands pressedagainst one of the walls. A
single wick burned in a bowl in the middle of the cell, her face unwarmed by its light. Though she
registered their appearance with a glance, shedidn't move from the wall, so Gentle went to where she
was crouching and did the same. Shudders passed through her body, though her bangs were plastered to
her brow withsweat.

 "What can you hear?" Gentle asked her.

 "She's not in my dreams any more, Mr. Zacharias," shesaid, pronouncing his name with precision, as
though theproper naming of the forces around her would offer hersome little control over them.
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 "Where is she?" Gentle inquired.

 "She's outside. I can hear her. Listen."

 He put his head to the wall. There was indeed a murmurin the stone, though he guessed its source was
either theasylum's generator or its furnace rather than the CradleLady.

 "Do you hear?"

 "Yes, I hear."

 "She wants to come in," Huzzah said. "She tried tocome in through my dreams, but she couldn't, so now
she's coming through the wall,"

 "Maybe...we should move away then," Gentle said,reaching to put his hand on the girl's shoulder. She
was icy."Come on, let me take you back to bed. You're cold."

 "I was in the sea," she said, allowing Gentle to put hisarms around her and draw her to her feet.

 He looked towards Aping and mouthed the word Sco- pique.Seeing his daughter's frailty, the sergeant
went fromthe door as obediently as a dog, leaving his Huzzah clingingto Gentle. He set her down on the
bed and wrapped a blan?ket around her.

 "The Cradle Lady knows you're here," Huzzah said.
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 "Does she?"

 "She told me she almost drowned you, but you wouldn'tlet her."

 "Why would she want to do that?"

 "I don't know. You'll have to ask her, when she comesin."

 "You're not afraid of her?"

 "Oh, no. Are you?"

 "Well, if she tried to drown me—"

 "She won't do that again, if you stay with me. She likes me, and if she knows I like you she won't hurt
you."

 "That's good to know," Gentle said. "What would shethink if we were to leave here tonight?"

 "We can't do that."

 "Why not?"

 "I don't want to go up there," she said. "I don't like it."

 "Everybody's asleep," he said. "We could just tiptoe
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 away. You and me and my friends. That wouldn't be so bad, would it?" She looked unpersuaded. "I
think your papa would like us to go to Yzordderrex. Have you ever been there?"

 "When I was very little."

 "We could go again."

 Huzzah shook her head. "The Cradle Lady won't letus," she said.

 "She might, if she knew that was what you wanted. Whydon't we go up and have a look?"

 Huzzah glanced back towards the wall, as if she was ex?pecting Tishalull6's tide to crack the stone there
and then. When nothing happened, she said, "Yzordderrex is a verylong way, isn't it?"

 "It's quite a journey, yes."

 "I've read about it in my books."

 "Why don't you put on some warm clothes?" Gentlesaid.
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 Her doubts banished by the tacit approval of the God?dess, Huzzah got up and went to select some
clothes from her meager wardrobe, which hung from hooks on the op?posite wall. Gentle took the
opportunity to glance throughthe small stack of books at the end of the bed. Several wereentertainments
for children, keepsakes, perhaps, of hap?pier times; one was a hefty encyclopedia by someone called
Maybellome, which might have made informative readingunder other circumstances but was too densely
printed tobe skimmed and too heavy to be taken along. There was avolume of poems that read like
nonsense rhymes, and whatappeared to be a novel, Huzzah's place in it marked with a slip of paper. He
pocketed it when her back was turned, asmuch for himself as her, then went to the door in the hopethat
Aping and Scopique were within sighting distance.There was no sign. Huzzah had meanwhile finished
dress?ing.

 "I'm ready," she said. "Shall we go? Papa will find us."

 "I hope so," Gentle replied.

 Certainly remaining in the cell was a waste of valuable time. Huzzah asked if she could take Gentle's
hand, to
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 which he said of course, and together they began to threadtheir way through the passageways, all of
which looked bewilderingly alike in the semidarkness. Their progresswas halted several times when the
sound of boots on stoneannounced the proximity of guards, but Huzzah was asalive to their danger as
Gentle and twice saved them fromdiscovery.

 And then, as they climbed the final flight of stairs that would bring them out into the open air, a din
erupted notfar from them. They both froze, drawing back into theshadows, but they weren't the cause of
the commotion. Itwas N'ashap's voice that came echoing along the corridor,accompanied by a dreadful
hammering. Gentle's firstthought was of Pie, and before common sense could inter? vene he'd broken
cover and was heading towards thesource of the sound, glancing back once to signal that Huz?zah should
stay where she was, only to find that she wasalready on his heels. He recognized the passageway ahead.
The open door twenty yards from where he stood was thedoor of the cell he'd left Pie in. And it was
from there thatthe sound of N'ashap's voice emerged, a garbled stream ofinsults and accusations that was
already bringing guardsrunning. Gentle drew a deep breath, preparing for the vio?lence that was surely
inevitable now.

 "No further," he told Huzzah, then raced towards theopen door.

 Three guards, two of them Oethacs, were approachingfrom the opposite direction, but only one of the
two had hiseyes on Gentle. The man shouted an order which Gentle didn't catch over N'ashap's
cacophony, but Gentle raisedhis arms, open-palmed, fearful that the man would be trig?ger-happy, and
at the same time slowed his run to a walk.He was within ten paces of the door, but the guards werethere
ahead of him. There was a brief exchange with N'a-shap, during which Gentle had time to halve the
distancebetween himself and the door, but a second order—thistime plainly a demand that he stand still,
backed up by theguard's training his weapon at Gentle's heart—broughthim to a halt.

 IMAJICA                                                                                    395

 He'd no sooner done so than N'ashap emerged from thecell, with one hand in Pie's ringlets and the other
holdinghis sword, a gleaming sweep of steel, to the mystif s belly.The scars on N'ashap's swollen head
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were inflamed by thedrink in his system; the rest of his skin was dead white, al?most waxen. He reeled as
he stood in the doorway, all themore dangerous for his lack of equilibrium. The mystif hadproved in New
York it could survive traumas that wouldhave laid any human dead in the gutter. But N'ashap'sblade was
ready to gut it like a fish, and there'd be no sur?viving that. The commander's tiny eyes fixed as best they
could on Gentle.

 "Your mystif s very faithful all of a sudden," he said,panting. "Why's that? First it comes looking for me,
then itwon't let me near it. Maybe it needs your permission, isthat it? So give it." He pushed the blade
against Pie's belly. "Go on.Tell it to be friendly, or it's dead."

 Gentle lowered his hands a little, very slowly, as if in anattempt to appeal to Pie. "I don't think we have
muchchoice," he said, his eyes going between the mystif s impas?sive face and the sword poised at its
belly, putting the timeit would take for a pneuma to blow N'ashap's head offagainst the speed of the
captain's blade.

 N'ashap was not the only player in the scene, of course.There were three guards already here, all armed,
anddoubtless more on their way.

 "You'd better do what he wants," Gentle said, drawinga deep breath as he finished speaking.

 N'ashap saw him do so, and saw too his hand going to hismouth. Even drunk, he sensed his danger and
loosed ashout to the men in the passageway behind him, steppingout of their line of fire, and Gentle's, as
he did so.

 Denied one target, Gentle unleashed his breath againstthe other. The pneuma flew at the guards as their
triggerfingers tightened, striking the nearest with such violencehis chest erupted. The force of the blow
threw the bodyback against the other two. One went down immediately,his weapon flying from his hand.
The other was momentar?ily blinded by blood and a shrapnel of innards but was
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 quick to regain his balance, and would have blown Gentle's head off had his target not been on the
move, flinging him?self towards the corpse. The guard fired once wildly, butbefore he could fire again
Gentle had snatched up thedropped weapon and answered the fire with his own. The guard had enough
Oethac blood to be indifferent to thebullets that came his way, till one found his spattered eyeand blew it
out. He shrieked and fell back, dropping his gunto clamp both hands to the wound.

 Ignoring the third man, still moaning on the floor, Gen?tle went to the cell door. Inside, Captain N'ashap
stoodface to face with Pie 'oh' pah. The mystif s hand was on theblade. Blood ran from the sliced palm,
but the commanderwas making no attempt to do further damage. He was star?ing at Pie's face, his own
expression perplexed.

 Gentle halted, knowing any intervention on his partwould snap N'ashap out of his distracted state.
Whoever he was seeing in Pie's place—the whore who resembled hismother, perhaps; another echo of
Tishalulle, in this place oflost mamas?—it was sufficient to keep the blade from re?moving the mystif s
fingers.

 Tears began to well in N'ashap's eyes. The mystif didn'tmove, nor did its gaze flicker from the captain's
face for aninstant. It seemed to be winning the battle between N'a?shap's desire and his murderous
intention. His hand un-knotted from around the sword. The mystif opened its ownfingers, and the weight
of the sword carried it out of thecaptain's grip to the ground. The noise it made striking thestone was too
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loud to go unheard by N'ashap, however en?tranced he was, and he shook his head violently, his gaze
going instantly from Pie's face to the weapon that hadfallen between them.

 The mystif was quick: at the door in two strides. Gentledrew breath, but as his hand went to his mouth
he heard ashriek from Huzzah. He glanced down the corridor to?wards the child, who was retreating
before two moreguards, both Oethacs, one snatching at her as she fled, the other with his sights on
Gentle. Pie seized his arm anddragged him back from the door as N'ashap, still rising as
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 he came, ran at them with his sword. The time to dispatchhim with a pneuma had passed. All Gentle had
space to dowas seize the door handle and slam the cell closed. The key was in the lock, and he turned it
as N'ashap's bulk slammedagainst the other side.

 Huzzah was running now, her pursuer between the sec?ond guard and his target. Tossing the gun to Pie,
Gentlewent to snatch Huzzah up before the Oethac took her. Shewas in his arms with a stride to spare,
and he flung themboth aside to give Pie a clear line of fire. The pursuing Oe?thac realized his jeopardy
and went for his own weapon.Gentle looked around at Pie.

 "Kill the fuckers!" he yelled, but the mystif was staring at the gun in its hand as though it had found shite
there.

 "Pie! For Christ's sake! Kill them!"

 Now the mystif raised the gun, but still it seemed incapa?ble of pulling the trigger.

 "Do it!"Gentle yelled.

 The mystif shook its head, however, and would have lostthem all their lives had two clean shots not
struck the backof the guards' necks, dropping them both to the ground.

 "Papa!"Huzzah said.

 It was indeed the sergeant, with Scopique in tow, whoemerged through the smoke. His eyes weren't on
hisdaughter, whom he'd just saved from death. They were onthe soldiers he'd dispatched to do so. He
looked trauma?tized by the deed. Even when Huzzah went to him, sobbing with relief and fear, he barely
noticed her. It wasn't untilGentle shook him from his daze of guilt, saying they shouldget going while they
had half a chance, that he spoke.

 "They were my men," he said.

 "And this is your daughter," Gentle replied. "Youmade the right choice."

 N'ashap was still battering at the cell door, yelling forhelp. It could only be moments before he got it.

 "What's the quickest way out?" Gentle asked Scopique.

 "I want to let the others out first," Scopique replied."Father Athanasius, Izaak, Squalling—"
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 "There's no time," Gentle said. "Tell him, Pie! We have to go now or not at all. Pie? Are you with us?"

 "Yes...."

 "Then stop dreaming and let's get going."

 Still protesting that they couldn't leave the rest underlock and key, Scopique led the quintet up by a back
wayinto the night air. They came out not onto the parapet butonto bare rock.

 "Which way now?" Gentle asked.

 There was already a proliferation of shouts from below.N'ashap had doubtless been liberated and would
be order?ing a full alert.

 "We have to head for the nearest landfall."

 "That's the peninsula," Scopique said, redirecting Gen?tle's gaze across the Cradle towards an arm of
low-lyingland that was barely discernible in the murk of the night.

 That murk was their best ally now. If they moved fastenough it would cloak them before their pursuers
evenknew which direction they'd headed in. There was a bee?tling pathway down the island's face to the
shore, and Gen?tle led the way, aware that every one of the four who werefollowing was a liability:
Huzzah a child, her father stillracked by guilt, Scopique casting backwards glances, andPie still dazed by
the bloodshed. This last was odd in a crea?ture he'd first encountered in the guise of assassin, but thenthis
journey had changed them both.

 As they reached the shore, Scopique said, "I'm sorry, Ican't go. You all head on. I'm going to try and get
back inand let the others out."

 Gentle didn't attempt to persuade him otherwise. "Ifthat's what you want to do, good luck," he said. "We
haveto go."

 "Of course you do! Pie, I'm sorry, my friend, but Icouldn't live with myself if I turned my back on the
others.We've suffered too long together." He took the mystifshand. "Before you say it, I'll stay alive. I
know my duty,and I'll be ready when the time comes."

 "I know you will," the mystif replied, drawing the hand?shake into an embrace.
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 "It will be soon," Scopique said.

 "Sooner than I'd wish," Pie replied; then, leaving Sco?pique to head back up the cliff face, the mystif
joined Gen?tle, Huzzah, and Aping, who were already ten yards fromthe shore.

 The exchange between Pie and Scopique—with its inti?mation of a shared agenda hitherto kept
secret—had not gone unnoted by Gentle; nor would it go unquestioned. But this was not the time. They
had at least half a dozenmiles to travel before they reached the peninsula, and therewas already a swell of
noise from behind them, signaling pursuit. Torch beams raked the shore as the first of N'a-shap's troops
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emerged to give chase, and from within thewalls of the asylum rose the din of the prisoners, finally giv?ing
voice to their rage. That, like the murk, might confoundthe hounds, but not for long.

 The torches had found Scopique, and the beams nowscanned the shore he'd been ascending from, each
sweep wider than the one that preceded it. Aping was carryingHuzzah, which speeded their progress
somewhat, and Gen? tle was just beginning to think that they might stand achance of survival when one of
the torches caught them. Itwas weak at such a distance, but strong enough that its light picked them out.
Gunfire followed immediately. Theywere difficult targets, however, and the bullets went wellwide.

 "They'll catch us now," Aping gasped. "We should sur?render." He set his daughter down and threw his
gun to theground, turning to spit his accusations in Gentle's face."Why did I ever listen to you? I was
crazy,"

 "If we stay here they'll shoot us on the spot," Gentle re?plied. "Huzzah as well. Do you want that?"

 "They won't shoot us," he said, taking hold of Huzzahwith one hand and raising the other to catch the
beams."Don't shoot!" he yelled. "Don't shoot! Captain? Captain!Sir! We surrender!"

 "Fuck this," Gentle said, and reached to haul Huzzahfrom her father's grip.

 She went into Gentle's arms readily, but Aping wasn't
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 about to relinquish her so easily. He turned to snatch her back, and as he did so a bullet struck the ice at
their feet.He let Huzzah go and turned to attempt a second appeal.Two shots cut him short, the first
striking his leg, the sec?ond his chest. Huzzah let out a shriek and wrenched herselffrom Gentle's hold,
dropping to the ground at her father's

 head.

 The seconds they'd lost in Aping's surrender and deathwere the difference between the slimmest hope of
escapeand none. Any one of the twenty or so troops advancingupon them now could pick them off at
this distance. EvenN'ashap, who was leading the group, his walk still un?steady, could scarcely have
failed to bring them down."What now?" said Pie,

 "We have to stand our ground," Gentle replied. "We'vegot no choice."

 That very ground, however, was no steadier than N'a-shap's walk. Though this Dominion's suns were in
anotherhemisphere and there was only midnight from horizon tohorizon, a tremor was moving through the
frozen sea that both Pie and Gentle recognized from almost fatal experi?ence. Huzzah felt it too. She
raised her head, her sobs qui?eting.

 "The Lady," she murmured."What about her?" said Gentle. "She's near us."

 Gentle put out his hand, and Huzzah took it. As she gotup she scanned the ground. So did he. His heart
had started to pound furiously, as the memories of the Cradle's liquifi-cation flooded back.

 "Can you stop her?" he murmured to Huzzah."She's not come for us," the girl said, and her gaze went
from the still solid ground beneath their feet to the groupthat N'ashap was still leading in their direction.
"Oh, Goddess ..." Gentle said.
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 A cry of alarm was rising from the middle of the ap?proaching pack. One of the torch beams went wild,
then another, and another, as one by one the soldiers realizedtheir jeopardy. N'ashap let out a shout
himself: a demand
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 for order among his troops that went unobeyed. It was dif?ficult to see precisely what was going on, but
Gentle could imagine it well enough. The ground was softening, and theCradle's silver waters were
bubbling up around their feet.One of the men fired into the air as the sea's shell brokebeneath him;
another two or three started back towards theisland, only to find their panic excited a quicker dissolu?
tion. They went down as if snatched by sharks, silver spumefountaining where they'd stood. N'ashap was
still attempt?ing to preserve some measure of command, but it was a lostcause. Realizing this, he began
to fire towards the trio, but with the ground rocking beneath him, and the beams no longer trained on his
targets, he was virtually shootingblind.

 "We should get out of here," Gentle said, but Huzzahhad better advice.

 "She won't hurt us if we're not afraid," she said.Gentle was half tempted to reply that he was indeed
afraid, but he kept his silence and his place, despite the fact that the evidence of his eyes suggested the
Goddess had nopatience with dividing the bad from the misguided or theunrepentant from the prayerful.
All but four of their pursu?ers—N'ashap numbered among them—had already beenclaimed by the sea,
some gone beneath the tide entirely,others still struggling to reach some solid place. Gentle sawone man
scrambling up out of the water, only to have theground he was crawling upon liquify beneath him with
suchspeed the Cradle had closed over him before he had time toscream. Another went down shouting at
the water that was bubbling up around him, the last sight of him his gun, heldhigh and still firing.

 AH the torch carriers had succumbed now, and the onlyillumination was from the cliff top, where
soldiers who'dhad the luck to be left behind were training their beams onthe massacre, throwing into
silhouette the figures of N'a?shap and the other three survivors, one of whom was mak?ing an attempt to
race towards the solid ground whereGentle, Pie, and Huzzah stood. His panic undid him. He'donly run
five strides when silvery foam bubbled up in front
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 of him. He turned to retrace his steps, but the route had already gone to seething silver. In desperation
he flungaway his weapons and attempted to leap to safety, but fellshort and went from sight in an instant.

 One of the remaining trio, an Oethac, had fallen to hisknees to pray, which merely brought him closer to
his exe?cutioner, who drew him down in the throes of his impreca?tion, giving him time only to snatch at
his comrade's leg andpull him down at the same time. The place where they'd vanished did not cease to
seethe but redoubled its furynow. N'ashap, the last alive, turned to face it, and as he didso the sea rose
up like a fountain, until it was half his heightagain.

 "Lady," Huzzah said.

 It was. Carved in water, a breasted body, and a face dancing with glints and glimmers: the Goddess, or
herimage, made of her native stuff, then gone the same instant as it broke and dropped upon N'ashap. He
was borne downso quickly, and the Cradle left rocking so placidly the in? stant after, it was as though his
mother had never madehim.
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 Slowly, Huzzah turned to Gentle. Though her fatherwas dead at her feet, she was smiling in the gloom,
the firstopen smile Gentle had seen on her face.

 "The Cradle Lady came," she said.

 They waited awhile, but there were no further visitations.What the Goddess had done—whether it was
to save thechild, as Huzzah would always believe, or because circum?stance had put within her reach the
forces that had taintedHer Cradle with their cruelty—She had done with an econ?omy She wasn't about
to spoil with gloating or sentiment.She closed the sea with the same efficiency She'd employedto open it,
leaving the place unmarked.

 There was no further attempt at pursuit from the guardsleft on the cliff, though they kept their places,
torchespiercing the murk.

 "We've got a lot of sea to cross before dawn," Pie said.
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 "We don't want the suns coming up before we reach thepeninsula."

 Huzzah took Gentle's hand. "Did Papa ever tell youwhere we're going in Yzordderrex?"

 "No," he said. "But we'll find the house."She didn't look back at her father's body, but fixed hereyes on
the gray bulk of the distant headland and wentwithout complaint, sometimes smiling to herself, as she re?
membered that the night had brought her a glimpse of aparent that would never again desert her.

  

 29

 I

 The territory that lay between the shores of the Cradle andthe limits of the Third Dominion had been,
until the Au?tarch's intervention, the site of a natural wonder univer?sally held to mark the center of the
Imajica: a column ofperfectly hewn and polished rock to which as many names and powers had been
ascribed as there were shamans, poets, and storytellers to be moved by it. There was nocommunity
within the Reconciled Dominions that had not enshrined it in their mythology and found an epithet tomark
it as their own. But its truest name was also perhapsits plainest: the Pivot. Controversy had raged for
centuries about whether the Unbeheld had set it down in the smoky wastes of the Kwem to mark the
midpoint between theperimeters of the Imajica, or whether a forest of such col? umns had once stood in
the area, and some later hand(moved, perhaps, by Hapexamendios' wisdom) had leveledall but this one.

 Whatever the arguments about its origins, however, no?body had ever contested the power that it had
accruedstanding at the center of the Dominions. Lines of thought had passed across the Kwem for
centuries, carrying afreight of force which the Pivot had drawn to itself with a
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 magnetism that was virtually irresistible. By the time theAutarch came into the Third Dominion, having
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already es?tablished his particular brand of dictatorship in Yzordder?rex, the Pivot was the single most
powerful object in theImajica. He laid his plans for it brilliantly, returning to thepalace he was still building
in Yzordderrex and adding sev?eral features, though their purpose did not become appar?ent until almost
two years later, when, acting with the kindof speed that usually attends a coup, he had the Pivot top?
pled, transported, and set in a tower in his palace beforethe blood of those who might have raised
objections to thissacrilege was dry.

 Overnight, the geography of the Imajica was trans?formed. Yzordderrex became the heart of the
Dominions.Thereafter, there would be no power, either secular or sa?cred, that did not originate in that
city; there would be nocrossroads sign in any of the Reconciled Dominions thatdid not carry its name, nor
any highway that did not have upon it somewhere a petitioner or penitent who'd turnedhis eyes towards
Yzordderrex in hope of salvation. Prayerswere still uttered in the name of the Unbeheld, and bless?ings
murmured in the forbidden names of the Goddesses, but Yzordderrex was the true Lord now, the
Autarch itsmind and the Pivot its phallus.

 One hundred and seventy-nine years had passed since theday the Kwem had lost its great wonder, but
the Autarchstill made pilgrimages into the wastes when he felt the needfor solitude. Some years after the
removal of the Pivot he'dhad a small palace built close to the place where it had stood, spartan by
comparison with the architectural ex?cesses of the folly that crowned Yzordderrex. This was hisretreat in
confounding times, where he could meditateupon the sorrows of absolute power, leaving his MilitaryHigh
Command, the generals who ruled the Dominions on his behalf, to do so under the eye of his
once-belovedQueen, Quaisoir. Lately she had developed a taste for re? pression that was waning in him,
and he'd several timesthought of retiring to the palace in the Kwem permanently
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 and leaving her to rule in his stead, given that she took somuch more pleasure from it than he. But such
dreams were an indulgence, and he knew it. Though he ruled the Imajicainvisibly—not one soul, outside
the circle of twenty or sowho dealt with him daily, would have known him from anyother white man with
good taste in clothes—his vision hadshaped the rise of Yzordderrex, and no other would ever
competently replace it.

 On days like this, however, with the coid air off theLenten Way whining in the spires of the Kwem
Palace, he wished he could send the mirror he met in the morningback.to Yzordderrex in his place and let
his reflection rule.Then he could stay here and think about the distant past:England in midsummer. The
streets of London bright with rain when he woke, the fields outside the city peaceful andbuzzing with
bees. Scenes he pictured longingly when hewas in elegiac mood. Such moods seldom lasted long, how?
ever. He was too much of a realist, and he demanded truthfrom his memory. Yes, there had been rain,
but it had comewith such venom it had bruised every fruit it hadn't beaten from the bough. And the hush
of those fields had been abattlefield's hush, the murmur not trees but flies, come tofind laying places.

 His life had begun that summer, and his early days hadbeen filled with signs not of love and fruitfulness
but of Apocalypse. There wasn't a preacher in the park who didn't have Revelation by heart that year,
nor a whore in Drury Lane who wouldn't have told you she'd seen theDevil dancing on the midnight
roofs. How could those daysnot have influenced him: filled him with a horror of immi?nent destruction,
given him an appetite for order, for law,for Empire? He was a child of his times, and if they'd madehim
cruel in his pursuit of system, was that his fault or thatof the age?

 The tragedy lay not in the suffering that was an inevita?ble consequence of any social movement, but in
the fact that his achievements were now in jeopardy from forcesthat—if they won the day—would return
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the Imajica to thechaos from which he had brought it, undoing his work in a
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 fraction of the time it had taken for it to be achieved. If hewas to suppress these subversive elements he
had a limited number of options, and after the events in Patashoqua, and the uncovering of plots against
him, he had retreated to thequiet of the Kwem Palace to decide between them. Hecould continue to treat
the rebellions, strikes, and uprisingsas minor irritations, limiting his reprisals to small but elo?quent acts of
suppression, such as the burning of the villageof Beatrix and the trials and executions at Vanaeph. This
route had two significant disadvantages. The most recent attempt upon his life, though still inept, was too
close forcomfort, and until every last radical and revolutionary had been silenced or dissuaded, he would
be in danger. Fur?thermore, when his whole reign had been dotted with epi?sodes that had required
some measured brutalities, wouldthis new spate of purges and suppressions make any signifi?cant mark?
Perhaps it was time for a more ambitious vi?sion: cities put under martial law, tetrarchs imprisoned sothat
their corruptions could be exposed in the name of ajust Yzordderrex, governments toppled, and
resistance met with the full might of the Second Dominion's armies. Maybe Patashoqua would have to
burn the way Beatrixhad. Or L'Himby and its wretched temples.

 If such a route were followed successfully, the slatewould be wiped clean. If not—if his advisers had
underesti?mated the scale of unrest or the quality of leaders amongthe rabble—he might find the circle
closing and the Apoca?lypse into which he'd been bora that faraway summer com?ing around again, here
in the heart of his promised land.

 What then, if Yzordderrex burned instead of Pata?shoqua? Where would he go for comfort? Back to
En?gland, perhaps? Did the house in Clerkenwell still stand, he wondered, and if so were its rooms still
sacred to the work?ings of desire, or had the Maestro's undoing scoured themto the last board and nail?
The questions tantalized him. Ashe sat and pondered them he found a curiosity in his core—no, more
than curiosity, an appetite—to discover what theUnreconciled Dominion was like almost two centuries
after his creation.
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 His musings were interrupted by Rosengarten, a namehe'd bequeathed to the man in the spirit of irony,
for amore infertile thing never walked. Piebald from a diseasecaught in the swamps of Loquiot in the
throes of which hehad unmanned himself, Rosengarten lived for duty.Among the generals, he was the
only one who didn't sinwith some excess against the austerity of these rooms. Hespoke and moved
quietly; he didn't stink of perfumes; he never drank; he never ate kreauchee. He was a perfect emptiness,
and the only man the Autarch completelytrusted.

 He had come with news and told it plainly. The asylumon the Cradle of Chzercemit had been the scene
of a rebel?lion. Almost all the garrison had been killed, under circum?stances which were still under
investigation, and the bulk ofthe prisoners had escaped, led by an individual called Sco-pique.

 "How many were there?" the Autarch asked.

 "I have a list, sir," Rosengarten replied, opening the filehe'd brought with him. "There are fifty-one
individualsunaccounted for, most of them religious dissidents."

 "Women?"
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 "None."

 "We should have had them executed, not locked themaway."

 "Several of them would have welcomed martyrdom, sir.The decision to incarcerate them was taken with
that inmind."

 "So now they'll return to their flocks and preach revolu?tion all over again. This we must stop. How
many of themwere active in Yzordderrex?"

 "Nine. Including Father Athanasius."

 "Athanasius? Who was he?"

 "The Dearther who claimed he was the Christos. Hehad a congregation near the harbor."

 "Then that's where he'll return, presumably."

 "It seems likely."

 "All of them'll go back to their flocks, sooner or later.
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 We must be ready for them. No arrests. No trials. Just havethem quietly dispatched."

 "Yes, sir."

 "I don't want Quaisoir informed of this."

 "I think she already knows, sir."

 "Then she must be prevented from anything showy."

 "I understand."

 "Let's do this discreetly."

 "There is something else, sir."

 "What's that?"

 "There were two other individuals on the island beforethe rebellion—"

 "What about them?"

 "It's difficult to know exactly what to make of the re?port. One of them appears to have been a mystif.
The de?scription of the other may be of interest."

 He passed the report to the Autarch, who scanned itquickly at first, then more intently.
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 "How reliable is this?" he asked Rosengarten.

 "At this juncture I don't know. The descriptions were corroborated, but I haven't interrogated the men
person?ally."

 "Do so."

 "Yes, sir."

 He handed the report back to Rosengarten. "How manypeople have seen this?"

 "I had all other copies destroyed as soon as I read it. Ibelieve only the interrogating officers, their
commander,and myself have been party to this information."

 "I want every one of the survivors from the garrison si?lenced. Court-martial them all and throw away
the key.The officers and the commander must be instructed thatthey will be held accountable for any
leakage of this infor?mation, from any source. Such leakage to be punishable bydeath.""Yes, sir."

 "As for the mystif and the stranger, we must assumethey're making way to the Second Dominion. First
Beatrix,
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 now the Cradle. Their destination must be Yzordderrex.How many days since this uprising?"

 "Eleven, sir."

 "Then they'll be in Yzordderrex in a matter of days,even if they're traveling on foot. Track them. I'd like
toknow as much about them as I can."

 He looked out the window at the wastes of the Kwem.

 "They probably took the Lenten Way. Probably passedwithin a few miles of here." There was a subtle
agitation inhis voice. "That's twice now our paths have come close tocrossing. And now the witnesses,
describing him so well.What does it mean, Rosengarten? What does it mean?"

 When the commander had no answers, as now, he kepthis silence: an admirable trait.

 "I don't know either," the Autarch said. "Perhaps Ishould go out and take the air. I feel old today."

 The hole from which the Pivot had been uprooted was stillvisible, though the driving winds of the region
had almost healed the scar. Standing on the lips of the hole was a fine place to meditate on absence, the
Autarch had discovered. He tried to do so now, his face swathed in silk to keep thestinging gust from his
mouth and nostrils, his long fur coatclosely buttoned, and his gloved hands driven into hispockets. But the
calm he'd always derived from such medi?tations escaped him now. Absence was a fine discipline forthe
spirit when the world's bounty was a step away, andboundless. Not so now. Now it reminded him of an
empti?ness that he both feared and feared to be filled, like thehaunted place at the shoulder of a twin
who'd lost its otherin the womb. However high he built his fortress walls, how?ever tightly he sealed his
soul, there was one who wouldalways have access, and that thought brought palpitations.This other knew
him as well as he knew himself: his frail?ties, his desires, his highest ambition. Their business to?gether
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—most of it bloody—had remained unrevealed and unrevenged for two centuries, but he had never
persuadedhimself that it would remain so forever. It would be fin?ished at last, and soon.
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 Though the cold could not reach his flesh through hiscoat, the Autarch shuddered at the prospect. He
had livedfor so long like a man who walks perpetually in the noon?day sun, his shadow falling neither in
front of him nor be?hind. Prophets could not predict him, nor accusers catch hiscrimes. He was inviolate.
But that would change now.When he and his shadow met—as they inevitably would— the weight of a
thousand prophecies and accusations wouldfall upon them both.

 He pulled the silk from his face and let the eroding wind assault him. There was no purpose in staying
here any lon?ger. By the time the wind had remade his features he wouldhave lost Yzordderrex, and even
though that seemed like a small forfeit now, in the space of hours it might be the onlyprize he'd be able to
preserve from destruction.

 2

 If the divine engineers who had raised the Jokalaylau hadone night set their most ambitious peak
between a desertand an ocean, and returned the next night and for a centuryof nights thereafter to carve
its steeps and sheers from foot?hills to clouded heights with lowly habitations and magnifi?cent plazas,
with streets, bastions, and pavilions—and if,having carved, they had set in the core of that mountain afire
that smoldered but never burned—then their handi?work, when filled to overflowing with every manner
of life,might have deserved comparison with Yzordderrex. Butgiven that no such masterwork had ever
been devised, the city stood without parallel throughout the Imajica.

 The travelers' first sight of it came as they crossed the causeway that skipped like a well-aimed stone
across thedelta of the River Noy, rushing in twelve white torrents tomeet the sea. It was early morning
when they arrived, thefog off the river conspiring with the uneasy light of dawn tokeep the city from sight
until they were so close to it thatwhen the fog was snatched the sky was barely visible, thedesert and the
sea no more than marginal, and all the world was suddenly Yzordderrex.
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 As they'd walked the Lenten Way, passing from theThird Dominion into the Second, Huzzah had recited
all she'd read about the city from her father's books. One of the writers had described Yzordderrex as a
god, she re?ported, a notion Gentle had thought ludicrous until he set eyes upon it. Then he understood
what the urban theolo?gian had been about, deifying this termite hill. Yzordderrexwas worthy of worship;
and millions were daily performingthe ultimate act of veneration, living on or within the bodyof their Lord.
Their dwellings clung like a million panickedclimbers to the cliffs above the harbor and teetered on the
plateaus that rose, tier on tier, towards the summit, manyso crammed with houses that those closest to
the edge hadto be buttressed from below, the buttresses in turn en?crusted with nests of life, winged,
perhaps, or else suicidal.Everywhere, the mountain teemed, its streets of steps, le-thafly precipitous,
leading the eye from one brimming shelfto another: from leafless boulevards lined with fine man?sions to
gates that let onto shadowy arcades, then up to thecity's six summits, on the highest of which stood the
palace of the Autarch of the Imajica. There was an abundance of adifferent order here, for the palace
had more domes andtowers than Rome, their obsessive elaboration visible evenat this distance. Rising
above them all was the Pivot Tower,as plain as its fellows were baroque. And high above that again,
hanging in the white sky above the city, the cometthat brought the Dominion's long days and languid
dusks: Yzordderrex's star, called Giess, the Witherer.
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 They stood for only a minute or so to admire the sight.The daily traffic of workers who, having found no
place ofresidence on the back or in the bowels of the city, com?muted in and out daily, had begun, and
by the time thenewcomers reached the other end of the causeway theywere lost in a dusty throng of
vehicles, bicycles, rickshaws,and pedestrians all making their way into Yzordderrex.Three among tens of
thousands: a scrawny young girl wear?ing a wide smile; a white man, perhaps once handsome butsickly
now, his pale face half lost behind a ragged brownbeard; and a Eurhetemec mystif, its eyes, like so many
of its
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 breed, barely concealing a private grief. The crowd borethem forward, and they went unresisting where
countlessmultitudes had gone before: into the belly of the city-godYzordderrex.

  

 22

 I

 When Dowd brought Judith back to Godolphin's houseafter the murder of Clara Leash, it was not as a
free agentbut as a prisoner. She was confined to the bedroom she'd first occupied, and there she waited
for Oscar's return.When he came in to see her it was after a half-hour conver? sation with Dowd (she
heard the murmur of their ex?change, but not its substance), and he told her as soon as heappeared that
he had no wish to debate what had hap?pened. She'd acted against his best interests, which were fi?nally
—did she not realize this yet?—against her own too,and he would need time to think about the
consequencesfor them both.

 "I trusted you," he said, "more than I've ever trustedany woman in my life. You betrayed me, exactly the
wayDowd predicted you would. I feel foolish, and I feel hurt."

 "Let me explain," she said.

 He raised his hands to hush her. "I don't want to hear,"he said. "Maybe in a few days we'll talk, but not
now."

 Her sense of loss at his retreat was almost overwhelmedby the anger she felt at his dismissal of her. Did
he believeher feelings for him were so trivial she'd not concerned her?self with the consequences of her
actions on them both? Orworse: had Dowd convinced him that she'd been planning to betray him from
the outset, and she'd calculated every?thing—the seduction, the confessions of devotion—inorder to
weaken him? This latter scenario was the likelier of the two, but it didn't clear Oscar of guilt. He had still
failed to give her a chance to justify herself.
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 She didn't see him for three days. Her food was servedin her room by Dowd, and there she waited,
hearing Oscar come and go, and on occasion hints of conversation on thestairs, enough to gather the
impression that the TabulaRasa's purge was reaching a critical point. More than once she contemplated
the possibility that what she'd been up to with Clara Leash made her a potential victim, and that dayby
day Dowd was eroding Oscar's reluctance to dispatch her. Paranoia, perhaps; but if he had any scrap of
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feelingfor her why didn't he come and see her? Didn't he pine, theway she did? Didn't he want her in his
bed, for the animalcomfort of it if nothing else? Several times she asked Dowdto tell Oscar she needed to
speak with him, and Dowd—who affected the detachment of a jailer with a thousandother such prisoners
to deal with daily—had said he'd dohis best, but he doubted that Mr. Godolphin would want tohave any
dealings with her. Whether the message was com? municated or not, Oscar left her solitary in her
confine?ment, and she realized that unless she took more forcibleaction she might never see daylight
again.

 Her escape plan was simple. She forced the lock on herbedroom door with a knife unreturned after one
of hermeals—it wasn't the lock that kept her from straying, it wasDowd's warning that the mites which
had murdered Clarawere ready to claim her if she attempted to leave—and slipped out onto the landing.
She'd deliberately waiteduntil Oscar was home before she made the attempt, believ?ing, perhaps naively,
that despite his withdrawal of affec?tion he'd protect her from Dowd if her life was threatened.She was
sorely tempted to seek him out there and then. Butperhaps it would be easier to treat with him when she
wasaway from the house and felt more like a mistress of herown destiny. If, once she was safely away
from the house,he chose to have no further contact with her, then her fear that Dowd had soured his
feelings towards her perma?nently would be confirmed, and she would have to look foranother way to
get to Yzordderrex.

 She made her way down the stairs with the utmost cau?tion and, hearing voices at the front of the house,
decided
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 to make her exit through the kitchen. The lights were burn?ing everywhere, as usual. The kitchen was
deserted. Shecrossed quickly to the door, which was bolted top and bot?tom, crouching to slide the
lower bolt aside.

 As she stood up Dowd said, "You won't get out thatway."

 She turned to see him standing at the kitchen table,bearing a tray of supper dishes. His laden condition
gave her hope that she might yet outmaneuver him, and shemade a dash for the hallway. But he was
faster than she'd anticipated, setting down his burden and moving to stopher so quickly she had to retreat
again, her hand catchingone of the glasses on the table. It fell, smashing musically,

 "Now look what you've done," he said, with what seemed to be genuine distress. He crossed to the
shardsand bent down to gather them up. "That glass had been inthe family for generations. I'd have
thought you'd have hadsome fellow feeling for it.'5

 Though she was in no temper to talk about brokenglasses, she replied nevertheless, knowing her only
hopelay in alerting Godolphin to her presence.

 "Why should I give a damn about a glass?" she said.

 Dowd picked up a piece of the bowl, holding it to thelight.

 "You've got so much in common, lovey," he said. "Bothmade in ignorance of yourselves. Beautiful, but
fragile." He stood up. "You've always been beautiful. Fashionscome and go, but Judith is always
beautiful."

 "You don't know a damn thing about me," she said.
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 He put the shards on the table beside the rest of the dirtyplates and cutlery. "Oh, but I do," he said.
"We're morealike than you realize."

 He'd kept a glittering fragment back, and as he spoke heput it to his wrist. She only just had time to
register what hewas about to do before he cut into his own flesh. Shelooked away, but then—hearing the
piece of glass droppedamong the litter—glanced back. The wound gaped, butthere was no blood
forthcoming, just an ooze of brackish
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 sap. Nor was the expression on Dowd's face pained. It wassimply intent.

 "You have a piffling recall of the past," he said; "I havetoo much. You have heat; I have none. You're in
love; I'venever understood the word. But Judith: we are the same.Both slaves."

 She looked from his face to the cut to his face to the cutto his face, and with every move of her pupils
her panic in?creased. She didn't want to hear any more from him. Shedespised him. She closed her eyes
and conjured him at thevoider's pyre, and in the shadow of the tower, crawling withmites, but however
many horrors she put between them his words won through. She'd given up attempting to solve thepuzzle
of herself a long time ago, but here he was, spillingpieces she couldn't help but pick up.

 "Who are you?" she said to him.

 "More to the point, who are you?"

 "We're not the same," she said. "Not even a little. Ibleed. You don't. I'm human. You're not."

 "But is it your blood you bleed?" he said, "Ask yourselfthat."

 "It comes out of my veins. Of course it's mine."

 "Then who are you?" he said.

 The inquiry was made without overt malice, but shedidn't doubt its subversive purpose. Somehow
Dowd knewshe was forgetful of her past and was pricking her to a con?fession.

 "I know what I'm not, "she said, earning herself the timeto invent an answer. "I'm not a glass. I'm not
fragile or ig?norant. And I'm not—"

 What was the other quality he'd mentioned besides beauty and fragility? He'd been stopping to pick up
thepieces of broken glass, and he described her some way orother.

 "You're not what?" he said, watching her wrestle withher own reluctance to seize the memory.

 She pictured him crossing the kitchen. Now look whatyou've done, he'd said. Then he'd stooped (she
saw him doso, in her mind's eye) and as he'd begun to pick up the
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 pieces, the words had come to his lips. And now to hermemory too.

 "That glass had been in the family for generations," he'd said, "I'd have thought you'd have had some
fellowfeeling for it."

 "No," she said aloud, shaking her head to keep the sense of this from congealing there. But the motion
only shook up other memories: of her trip to the estate withCharlie, when that pleasurable sense of
belonging had suf?fused her and voices had called her sweet names from the past; of meeting Oscar on
the threshold of the Retreat andknowing instantly she belonged at his side, without ques?tion, or care to
question; of the portrait above Oscar's bed,gazing down on the bed with such a possessive stare he had
turned off the light before they made love.

 As these thoughts came, the shaking of her head grewwilder, the motion possessing her like a fit. Tears
spat fromher eyes. Her hands went out for help even as the power torequest it went from her throat.
Through a blur of motionshe was just able to see Dowd standing beside the table, hishand covering his
wounded wrist, watching her impas?sively. She turned from him, terrified that she'd choke onher tongue
or break her head open if she fell, and knowinghe'd do nothing to help her. She wanted to cry out for
Oscar, but all that came was a wretched gargling sound.She stumbled forward, her head still thrashing,
and as shedid so saw Oscar in the hallway, coming towards her. She pitched her arms in his direction
and felt his hands uponher, to pull her up out of her collapse. He failed.

 2

 He was beside her when she woke. She wasn't lying in the narrow bed she'd been consigned to for the
last few nightsbut in the wide four-poster in Oscar's room, the bed she'dcome to think of as theirs. It
wasn't, of course. Its trueowner was the man whose image in oils had come back toher in the throes of
her fit: the Mad Lord Godolphin, hang?ing above the pillows on which she lay and sitting beside
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 her in a later variation, caressing her hand and telling herhow much he loved her. As soon as she came to
conscious?ness and felt his touch, she withdrew from it.

 "I'm... not a pet," she struggled to say. "You can't just... stroke me when...it suits you."

 He looked appalled. "I apologize unconditionally," hesaid in his gravest manner. "I have no excuse. I let
the Soci?ety's business take precedence over understanding you andcaring for you. That was
unforgivable. Then Dowd, ofcourse, whispering in my ear.... Was he very cruel?"

 "You're the one who's been cruel."

 "I've done nothing intentionally. Please believe that, atleast."

 "You've lied to me over and over again," she said, strug?gling to sit up in bed. "You know things about
me that Idon't. Why didn't you share them with me? I'm not achild."
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 "You've just had a fit," Oscar said. "Have you ever had a fit before?"

 "No."

 "Some things are better left alone, you see."

 "Too late," she said. "I've had my fit, and I survived it.I'm ready to hear the secret, whatever it is." She
glanced upat Joshua. "It's something to do with him, isn't it? He's gota hold on you."

 "Not on me—"

 "You liar! You liar!" she said, throwing the sheets asideand getting onto her knees, so that she was face
to face withthe deceiver. "Why do you tell me you love me one mo?ment and lie to me the next? Why
don't you trust me?"

 "I've told you more than I've ever told anybody. Butthen I find you've plotted against the Society."

 "I've done more than plot," she said, thinking of herjourney into the cellars of the tower.

 Once again, she teetered on the edge of telling him whatshe'd seen, but Clara's advice was there to keep
her fromfalling. You can't save Celestine and keep his affections,she'd said, you're digging at the
foundations of his family and his faith.It was true. She understood that more clearly
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 3

 There was a balmy rain falling as they left London the nextday, but by the time they'd reached the estate
the sun was breaking through, and the parkland gleamed around themas they entered. They didn't make
any detours to the housebut headed straight to the copse that concealed the Re?treat. There was a
breeze in the branches, and they flick?ered with light leaves. The smell of life was everywhere,stirring her
blood for the journey ahead.

 Oscar had advised her to dress with an eye to practical?ity and warmth. The city, he said, was subject
to rapid and radical shifts in temperature, depending on the direction ofthe wind. If it came off the desert,
the heat in the streetscould bake the flesh like unleavened bread. And if it swung and came off the ocean,
it brought marrow-chilling fogsand sudden frosts. None of this daunted her, of course. Shewas ready for
this adventure as for no other in her life.

 "I know I've gone on endlessly about how dangerousthe city's become," Oscar said as they ducked
beneath thelow-slung branches, "and you're tired of hearing about it,but this isn't a civilized city, Judith.
About the only man Itrust there is Peccable. If for any reason we were to be sep?arated—or if anything
were to happen to me—you can relyupon him for help."

 "I understand."

 Oscar stopped to admire the pretty scene ahead, dap?pled sunlight falling on the pale walls and dome of
the Re?treat. "You know, I used only to come here at night," hesaid. "I thought that was the sacred time,
when magic had the strongest hold. But it's not true. Midnight Mass andmoonlight is fine, but miracles are
here at noon as well; justas strong, just as strange."
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 He looked up at the canopy of trees.

 "Sometimes you have to go away from the world to seethe world," he said. "I went to Yzordderrex a
few years back and stayed—oh, I don't know, two months, maybe
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 two and a half, and when I came back to the Fifth I saw itlike a child. I swear, like a child. This trip
won't just showyou other Dominions. If we get back safe and sound—"

 "We will."

 "Such faith. If we do, this world will be different too. Ev?erything changes after this, because you'll be
changed."

 "So be it," she said.

 She took hold of his hand, and they started towards theRetreat. Something made her uneasy, however.
Not hiswords—his talk of change had only excited her—but thehush between them, perhaps, which was
suddenly deep.

 "Is there something wrong?" he said, feeling her griptighten.

 "The silence...."

 "There's always an odd atmosphere here. I've felt itbefore. A lot of fine souls died here, of course."

 "At the Reconciliation?"

 "You know about that, do you?"

 "From Clara. It was two hundred years ago this mid?summer, she said. Perhaps the spirits are coming
back tosee if someone's going to try again."

 He stopped, tugging on her arm. "Don't talk about it,even in jest. Please. There'll be no Reconciliation,
this sum? mer or any other. The Maestros are dead. The wholething's—1'

 "All right," she said. "Calm down. I won't mention itagain."

 "After this summer it'll be academic anyway," he said,with a feigned lightness, "at least for another couple
of cen?turies. I'll be dead and buried long before this hoopla startsagain. I've got my plot, you know? I
chose it with Peccable. It's on the edge of the desert, with a fine view of Yzordder?rex."

 His nervous babble concealed the quiet until theyreached the door; then he let it drop. She was glad he
was silent. The place deserved reverence. Standing at the step, it wasn't difficult to believe phantoms
gathered here, thedead of centuries past mingling with those she'd last seenliving on this very spot: Charlie
for one, of course, coaxing
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 her inside, telling her with a smile that the place was noth?ing special, just stone; and the voiders too, one
burned, oneskinned, both haunting the threshold.

 "Unless you see any just impediment," Oscar said, "Ithink we should do this."

 He led her inside, to the middle of the mosaic."When the time comes," he said. "We have to hold onto
each other. Even if you think there's nothing to hold on to, there is; it's just changed for a time. I don't
want to loseyou between here and there. The In Ovo's no place to gowandering."

 "You won't lose me," she said.

 He went down on his haunches and dug into the mosaic,pulling from the pattern a dozen or so pieces of
pyramidalstone the size of two fists, which had been so designed as tobe virtually invisible when set in
their places.

 "I don't fully understand the mechanisms that carry us over," he said as he worked. "I'm not sure
anybody doescompletely. But according to Peccable there's a sort ofcommon language into which
anybody can be translated.And all the processes of magic involve this translation."

 He was laying the stones around the edge of the circle ashe spoke, the arrangement seemingly arbitrary.

 "Once matter and spirit are in the same language, onecan influence the other in any number of ways.
Flesh andbone can be transformed, transcended—""Or transported?""Exactly."

 Jude remembered how the removal of a traveler fromthis world into another looked from the outside: the
fleshfolding upon itself, the body distorted out of all recogni?tion.

 "Does it hurt?" she said."At the beginning, but not badly.""When will it begin?" she said.He stood up. "It
already has," he said.She felt it, as he spoke: a pressure in her bowels andbladder, a tightness in her chest
that made her catch herbreath.
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 "Breathe slowly," he said, putting his palm against herbreastbone. "Don't fight it. Just let it happen.
There's noharm going to come to you."

 She looked down at his hand, then beyond it to the circlethat enclosed them, and out through the door of
the Re?treat to the sunlit grass that lay just a few paces from whereshe stood. Close as it was, she
couldn't return there. Thetrain she'd boarded was gathering speed around her. It wastoo late for doubts
or second thoughts. She was trapped.

 "It's all right," she heard Oscar say, but it didn't feelthat way at all.

 There was a pain in her belly so sharp it felt as thoughshe'd been poisoned, and an ache in her head, and
an itch too deep in her skin to be scratched. She looked at Oscar.Was he enduring the same
discomforts? If so he was bear?ing them with remarkable fortitude, smiling at her like ananesthetist.

 "It'll be over soon," he was saying. "Just hold on...it'll he over soon."

 He drew her closer to him, and as he did so she felt atingling pass through her cells, as though a
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rainstorm wasbreaking inside her, sluicing the pain away.

 "Better?" he said, the word more shape than sound.

 "Yes," she told him and, smiling, put her lips to his, clos?ing her eyes with pleasure as their tongues
touched.

 The darkness behind her lids was suddenly brightenedby gleaming lines, falling like meteors across her
mind'seye. She lifted her lids again, but the spectacle came out ofher skull, daubing Oscar's face with
streaks of brightness. A dozen vivid hues picked out the furrows and creases of his skin; another dozen,
the geology of bone beneath; andanother, the lineaments of nerves and veins and vessels, to the tiniest
detail. Then, as though the mind interpreting them had done with its literal translation and could now rise
to poetry, the layered maps of his flesh simplified. Redundancies and repetitions were discarded, the
forms that emerged so simple and so absolute that the matterthey represented seemed wan by
comparison, and receded before them. Seeing this show, she remembered the glyph
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 she'd imagined when she and Oscar had first made love:the spiral and curve of her pleasure laid on the
velvet be?hind her eyes. Here was the same process again, only themind imagining them was the circle's
mind, empowered bythe stones and by the travelers' demand for passage.

 A motion at the door distracted her gaze momentarily.The air around them was close to dropping its
sham of sights altogether, and the scene beyond the circle wasblurred. But there was enough color in the
suit of the man at the threshold for her to know him even though shecouldn't make out his face. Who else
but Dowd wore thatabsurd shade of apricot? She said his name, and though she heard no sound from
her throat, Oscar understood heralarm and turned towards the door.

 Dowd was approaching the circle at speed, his intentionperfectly clear: to hitch a ride to the Second
Dominion. She'd seen the gruesome consequences of such interfer?ence before, on this very spot, and
she braced herselfagainst Oscar for the coming shock. Instead of trusting tothe circle to dispatch the
hanger-on, however, Oscar turned from her and went to strike Dowd. The circle's flux multi?plied his
violence tenfold, and the glyph of his body be? came an illegible scrawl, the colors dirtied in an instant.
The pain she'd thought washed away swept back over her. Blood ran from her nose and into her open
mouth. Her skin itched so violently she'd have brought blood to thattoo had the pain in her joints not kept
her from moving.

 She could make no sense of the scribble in front of her until her glance caught sight of Oscar's face,
smeared andraw, screaming back at her as he toppled from the circle.She reached to haul him back,
despite the searing pain hermotion brought, and took hold of an arm, determined thatwherever they were
delivered, to Yzordderrex or death,they'd go there together. He returned her grasp, seizing her
outstretched arms and dragging himself back onto the Ex?press. As his face emerged from the blur
beyond the smile she realized her error. It was Dowd she'd hauled aboard.

 She let go of her hold, in revulsion more than rage. Hisface was horribly contorted, blood streaming from
eyes,
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 ears, and nose. But the mind of passage was already work?ing on this fresh text, preparing to translate
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and transportit. She had no way of braking the process, and to leave thecircle now would be certain
suicide. Beyond it, the scene was blurred and darkening, but she caught sight of Oscar,rising from the
ground, and thanked whatever deities pro?tected these circles that he was at least alive. He was mov?ing
towards the circle again, she saw, as though to dare its flux a second time, but it seemed he judged the
train to bemoving too swiftly now, because he retreated, arms up overhis face. Seconds later the whole
scene disappeared, thesunlight at the threshold burning on for a heartbeat longerthan the rest, then that
too folding away into obscurity.

 The only sight left to her now was the matrix of lineswhich were the translator's rendering of her fellow
trav?eler, and though she despised him beyond words she kept her eyes fixed upon them, having no
other point of refer? ence. All bodily sensation had disappeared. She didn'tknow if she was floating,
falling, or even breathing, thoughshe suspected she was doing none of these things. She hadbecome a
sign, transmitted between Dominions, encoded in the mind of passage. The sight before her—Dowd's
shimmering glyph—was not secured by sight but by thought, which was the only currency valid on this
trip.And now, as if her powers to purchase were increasing with familiarity, the absence around her
began to gain detail. The In Ovo, Oscar had called this place. Its darknessswelled in a million places,
their skins stretching until they gleamed and split, glutinous forms breaking out and intheir turn swelling
and splitting, like fruit whose seeds were sown inside each other and nourished to corruption bytheir
predecessors' decay. Repulsive as this was, there was worse to come, as new entities appeared, these
no morethan scraps from a cannibal's table, sucked bloodless and gnawed: idiot doodles of life that didn't
bear translationinto any material form. Primitive though they were, theysensed the presence of finished life
forms in their midst androse towards the travelers like the damned to passing an?gels. But they swarmed
too late. The visitors moved on and
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 away, the darknesses sealing up their tenants and receding.

 Jude could see Dowd's body in the midst of his glyph,still insubstantial but brightening by the moment.
With thesight, the agonies of ferriage returned, though not assharply as those that had pained her at the
outset of thejourney. She was glad to have them if they proved hernerves were hers again; surely it meant
the journey was al?most over. The horrors of the In Ovo had almost disap?peared entirely when she felt
the faint heat on her face. Butthe scent this heat raised to her nostrils brought more cer?tain proof that the
city was near: a mingling of the sweetsand sours she'd first smelled on the wind that had issuedfrom the
Retreat months before.

 She saw a smile come over Dowd's face, cracking theblood already dried on it: a smile which became a
laugh in abeat or two, ringing off the walls of the merchant Pecca-ble's cellar as it grew solid around
them. She didn't want toshare his pleasure, after all the harms he'd devised, but shecouldn't help herself.
Relief that the journey hadn't killed her, and sheer exhilaration that after all this time she washere, brought
laughter onto her face and, with every breathbetween, the air of the Second Dominion into her lungs.

 31

 I

 Five miles up the mountainside from the house in whichJude and Dowd were taking their first gasps of
Yzordder-rexian air, the Autarch of the Reconciled Dominions sat inone of his watchtowers and
surveyed the city he had in?spired to such notorious excess. It was three days since hisreturn from the
Kwem Palace, and almost every hoursomebody—it was usually Rosengarten—had broughtnews of
further acts of civil defiance, some in regions of theImajica so remote that word of the mutinies had been
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weeks in coming, some—these more disturbing—barely
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 beyond the palace walls. As he mused he chewed on kreau-chee, a drug to which he'd been addicted
for some seventyyears. Its side effects were severe and unpredictable forthose unused to it. Periods of
lethargy alternated withbouts of priapism and psychotic hallucination. Sometimes the fingers and toes
swelled to grotesque proportions. But the Autarch's system had been steeped in kreauchee for somany
years the drug no longer assaulted either his phy?sique or his faculties, and he could enjoy its capacity to
lift him from dolor without having to endure its discomforts.

 Or at least such had been the case until recently. Now, asif in league with the forces that were destroying
his dream below, the drug refused to give him relief. He'd demandeda fresh supply while meditating at the
place of the Pivot, only to get back to Yzordderrex to find that his procurersin the Scoriae Kesparate
had been murdered. Their killerswere reputedly members of the Dearth, an order of rene?gade
shammists—worshipers of the Madonna, he'd heard it rumored—who'd been fulmigating revolution for
yearsand had until now presented so little threat to the statusquo that he'd let them be for entertainment's
sake. Theirpamphlets—a mingling of castration fantasies and bad the?ology—had made farcical reading,
and with their leaderAthanasius in prison many of them had retreated to thedesert to worship at the
margins of the First Dominion, theso-called Erasure, where the solid reality of the Secondpaled and
faded. But Athanasius had escaped his custodyand returned to Yzordderrex with fresh calls to arms. His
first act of defiance, it seemed, had been the slaughter ofthe kreauchee pushers. A small deed, but the
man was wily enough to know what an inconvenience he'd caused with it.No doubt he was touting it as
an act of civil healing, per?formed in the name of the Madonna.

 The Autarch spat out the wad of kreauchee he waschewing and vacated the watchtower, heading off
through the monumental labyrinth of the palace towards Quaisoir'squarters in the hope that she had some
small supply hecould filch. To left and right of him were corridors so im?mense no human voice would
carry along them, each lined
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 than ever. And if she told him all she knew, pleasurable asthat unburdening would be, could she be
absolutely certainthat he wouldn't cleave to his history, at the last, and usewhat he knew against her?
What would Clara's death and Celestine's suffering have been worth then? She was nowtheir only agent
in the living world, and she had no right togamble with their sacrifices.

 "What have you done," Oscar said, "besides plot? What

 have you done?"

 "You haven't been honest with me," she replied. "Why

 should I tell you anything?"

 "Because I can still take you to Yzordderrex," he said.

 "Bribes now?"

 "Don't you want to go any longer?"
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 "I want to know the truth about myself more."

 He looked faintly saddened by this. "Ah." He sighed.

 "I've been lying for so long I'm not sure I'd know the truth

 if 1 tripped over it. Except..,"

 "Yes?"

 "What we felt for each other," he murmured, "at least,

 what I feel for you ... that was true, wasn't it?"

 "It can't be much," Jude said. "You locked me away.

 You left me to Dowd—""I've already explained—""Yes, you were distracted. You had other business.
So

 you forgot me."

 "No," he protested, "I never forgot. Never, I swear."

 "What then?""I was afraid."

 "Of me?"

 "Of everything. You, Dowd, the Society. I started to seeplots everywhere. Suddenly the idea of your
being in mybed seemed too much of a risk. I was afraid you'd smother

 me, or—"

 "That's ridiculous."

 "Is it? How can I be sure who you belong to?"

 "I belong to myself."

 He shook his head, his gaze going from her face up tothe painting of Joshua Godolphin that hung above
the bed.
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 "How can you know that?" he said. "How can you becertain that what you feel for me comes from your
heart?"

 "What does it matter where it comes from? It's there.Look at me."

 He refused her demand, his eyes still fixed on the MadLord.
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 "He's dead," she said.

 "But his legacy—"

 "Fuck his legacy!" she said, and suddenly got to her feet,taking hold of the portrait by its heavy, gilded
frame andwrenching it from the wall.

 Oscar rose to protest, but her vehemence carried theday. The picture came from its hooks with a single
pull, andshe summarily pitched it across the room. Then shedropped back onto the bed in front of Oscar.

 "He's dead and gone," she said. "He can't judge us. Hecan't control us. Whatever it is we feel for each
other—andI don't pretend to know what it is—it's ours." She put herhands to his face, her fingers
woven with his beard. "Let goof the fears," she said. "Take hold of me instead."

 He put his arms around her.

 "You're going to take me to Yzordderrex, Oscar. Not ina week's time, not in a few days: tomorrow. I
want to gotomorrow. Or else"—her hands dropped from his face—"let me go now. Out of here. Out of
your life. I won't beyour prisoner, Oscar. Maybe his mistresses put up withthat, but I won't. I'll kill myself
before I'll let you lock meup again."

 She said all of this dry-eyed. Simple sentiments, simplyput. He took hold of her hands and raised them
to hischeeks again, as if inviting her to possess him. His face was full of tiny creases she'd not seen
before, and they were wetwith tears.

 "We'll go," he said.
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 rooms, lounges, and chapel were a state unto themselves,and he'd long ago sworn to her he would never
violatethem. She'd decorated the rooms with any lush or luxuri?ous item that pleased her eclectic eye. It
was an aesthetic hehimself had favored, before his present melancholia. He'd filled the bedrooms now
nested by carrion birds with im?maculate copies of baroque and rococo furniture, had com?missioned
the walls to be mirrored like Versailles, and had the toilets gilded. But he'd long since lost his taste for
such extravagances, and now the very sight of Quaisoir's roomsnauseated him so much that if he hadn't
been driven byneed he'd have retreated, appalled by their opulence.

 He called his wife's name as he went. First through thelounges, strewn with the leavings of a dozen
meals; all wereempty. Then into the state room, which was appointedeven more grandly than the lounges,
but also empty. Fi?nally, to the bedroom. At its threshold, he heard the slap offeet on the marble floor,
and Quaisoir's servant Concupis-centia paddled into view. She was naked, as always, herback a field of
multicolored extremities each as agile as an ape's tail, her forelimbs withered and boneless things, bredto
such vestigial condition over generations. Her largegreen eyes seeped constantly, the feathery fans to
eitherside of her face dipping to brush the moisture from herrouged cheeks.

 "Where's Quaisoir?" he demanded.She drew a coquettish fan of her tails over her lower faceand giggled
behind them like a geisha. The Autarch hadslept with her once, in a kreauchee fugue, and the creature
never let him by without a show of flirtation.

 "Not now, for Christ's sake," he said, disgusted at thedisplay. "I want my wife! Where is she?"
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 Concupiscentia shook her head, retreating from hisraised voice and fist. He pushed past her into the
bedroom.If there was any tiny wad of kreauchee to be had, it wouldbe here, in her boudoir, where she
lazed away so manydays, listening to Concupiscentia sing hymns and lullabies.The chamber smelled like a
harbor bordello, a dozen sickly
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 perfumes draping the air like the veils that hung around thebed.

 "I want kreauchee!" he said. "Where is it?"

 Again, a great shaking of the head from Concupiscentia,this time accompanied by whimpering.

 "Where?" he shouted. "Where?"

 The perfume and the veils sickened him, and he began to rip at the silks and gossamers in his rage. The
creaturedidn't intervene until he picked up the Bible lying open on the pillows and threatened to rip out its
onion-leaf pages.

 "Pleas ep!" she squealed. "Please ep! Shellem beat I ifye taurat the Book. Quaisoir lovat the Book."

 It wasn't often he heard the gloss, the pidgin English ofthe islands, and the sound of it—as misshapen as
its source—infuriated him even more. He tore half a dozen pages from the Bible, just to make her squeal
again. Sheobliged.

 "/ want kreauchee!" he said.

 "I havat! I havat!" the creature said, and led him fromthe bedroom into the enormous dressing room that
laynext door, where she began to search through the gildedboxes on Quaisoir's dressing table.

 Catching sight of the Autarch's reflection in the mirror,she made a tiny smile, like a guilty child, before
bringing apackage out of the smallest of the boxes. He snatched itfrom her fingers before she had a
chance to proffer it. Heknew from the smell that stung his nostrils that this wasgood quality, and without
hesitating he unwrapped it andput the whole wad into his mouth.

 "Good girl," he told Concupiscentia. "Good girl. Now,do you know where your mistress got it?"

 Concupiscentia shook her head. "She goallat alon untothe Kesparates, many nights. Sometimes shellem
a goatbeggar, sometimes shellem goat—"

 "A whore."

 "No, no. Quaisoir isem a whore."

 "Is that where she is now?" the Autarch said. "Is she out whoring? It's a little early for that, isn't it, or is
she cheaper in the afternoon?"
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 The kreauchee was better than he'd hoped; he felt itstriking him as he spoke, lifting his melancholy and
replac?ing it with a vehement buzz. Even though he'd not pene?trated Quaisoir in four decades (nor had
any desire to), insome moods news of her infidelities could still depress him.But the drug took all that pain
away. She could sleep withfifty men a day, and it wouldn't take her an inch from hisside. Whether they
felt contempt or passion for each otherwas irrelevant. History had made them indivisible andwould hold
them together till the Apocalypse did thempart.

 "Shellem not whoring," Concupiscentia piped up, de?termined to defend her mistress's honor. "Shellem
downerta Scoriae."

 "The Scoriae? Why?"

 "Executions," Concupiscentia replied, pronouncing this word—learned from her mistress's
lips—perfectly.

 "Executions?" the Autarch said, a vague unease surfac?ing through the kreauchee's soothings. "What
execu?tions?"

 Concupiscentia shook her head. "I dinnet knie," shesaid. "Jest executions. Allovat executions. She prayat
totern—"

 "I'm sure she does."

 "We all prayat far the_sols, so ta go intat the presence ofthe Unbeheld washed—"

 Here were more phrases repeated parrot fashion, thekind of Christian cant he found as sickening as the
decor.And, like the decor, these were Ouaisoir's work. She'd em?braced the Man of Sorrows only a
few months ago, but it hadn't taken her long to claim she was His bride. Anotherinfidelity, less syphilitic
than the hundreds that had gonebefore, but just as pathetic.

 The Autarch left Concupiscentia to babble on and dis?patched his bodyguard to locate Rosengarten.
There werequestions to be answered here, and quickly, or else itwouldn't only be the Scoriae where
heads would roll.
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 Traveling the Lenten Way, Gentle had come to believe that, far from being the burden he'd expected her
to be,Huzzah was a blessing. If she hadn't been with them in the Cradle he was certain the Goddess
Tishalulle would not have intervened on their behalf; nor would hitchhikingalong the highway have been
so easy if they hadn't had awinsome child to thumb rides for them. Despite the months she'd spent hidden
away in the depths of the asylum (orperhaps because of them), Huzzah was eager to engage ev?eryone in
conversation, and from the replies to her inno?cent inquiries he and Pie gleaned a good deal of
information he doubted they'd have come by otherwise. Even as they'd crossed the causeway to the city,
she'dstruck up a dialogue with a woman who'd happily supplied a list of the Kesparates and even pointed
out those that were visible from where they'd walked. There were toomany names and directions for
Gentle to hold in his head,but a glance towards Pie confirmed that the mystif was at?tending closely and
would have all of them by heart by the time they reached the other side.
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 "Wonderful," Pie said to Huzzah when the woman haddeparted. "I wasn't sure I'd be able to find my
way back tomy people's Kesparate. Now I know the way."

 "Up through the Oke T'Noon, to the Caramess, wherethey make the Autarch's sweetmeats," Huzzah
said, re?peating the directions as if she was reading them off ablackboard. "Follow the wall of the
Caramess till we get toSmooke Street, then up to the Viaticum, and we'll be ableto see the gates from
there."

 "How did you remember all that?" Gentle said, towhich Huzzah somewhat disdainfully asked how he
couldhave allowed himself to forget.

 "We mustn't get lost," she said.

 "We won't," Pie replied. "There'll be people in my Kes?parate who'll help us find your grandparents."
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 "If they don't it doesn't matter," Huzzah said, lookinggravely from Pie to Gentle. "I'll come with you to
the FirstDominion. I don't mind. I'd like to see the Unbeheld."

 "How do you know that's where we're going?" Gentle

 said.

 "I've heard you talking about it," she replied. "That'swhat you're going to do, isn't it? Don't worry, I'm
notscared. We've seen a Goddess, haven't we? He'll be thesame, only not as beautiful."

 This unflattering notion amused Gentle mightily.

 "You're an angel, you know that?" he said, going down on his haunches and sliding his arms around her.

 She'd put on a few pounds in weight since they'd beguntheir journey together, and her hug, when she
returned it,

 was strong.

 "I'm hungry," she murmured in his ear.

 "Then we'll find somewhere to eat," he replied. "Wecan't have our angel going hungry."

 They walked up through the steep streets of the Oke T'Noon until they were clear of the throng of
itinerantscoming off the causeway. Here there were any number of -establishments offering breakfast,
from stalls selling bar?becued fish to cafes that might have been transported fromthe streets of Paris, but
that the customers sipping coffeewere more extraordinary than even that city of exoticscould boast.
Many were species whose peculiarities he nowtook for granted: Oethacs and Heratea; distant relatives of
Mother Splendid and Hammeryock; even a few who re?sembled the one-eyed croupier from Attaboy.
But forevery member of a tribe whose features he recognized,there were two or three he did not. As in
Vanaeph, Pie had warned him that staring too hard would not be in their bestinterests, and he did his best
not to enjoy too plainly thearray of courtesies, humors, lunacies, gaits, skins, and criesthat filled the
streets. But it was difficult. After a time theyfound a small caf6 from which the smell of food was partic?
ularly tempting, and Gentle sat down beside one of thewindows, from which he could watch the parade
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without drawing too much attention.
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 "I had a friend called Klein," he said as they ate, "backin the Fifth Dominion. He liked to ask people
what they'ddo if they knew they only had three days to live.""Why three?" Huzzah asked.

 "I don't know. Why three anything? It's one of thosenumbers."

 " 'In any fiction there's only ever room for three play?ers,' " the mystif remarked. " The rest must be .. .' "
—itsflow faltered in mid-quotation—" 'agents,' something, and something else. That's a line from Pluthero
Quexos.""Who's he?""Nevermind.""Where was I?" "Klein," said Huzzah.

 "When he got around to asking me this question, I toldhim, If I had three days left I'd go to New York,
becauseyou've got more chance of living out your wildest dreamsthere than anywhere. But now I've seen
Yzordderrex—""Not much of it," Huzzah pointed out."It's enough, angel. If he asks me again I'm going to
tell •  him I'd like to die in Yzordderrex."

 "Eating breakfast with Pie and Huzzah," she said.       "Perfect."

 "Perfect," she replied, echoing his intonation precisely. "Is there anything I couldn't find here if I looked
hard enough?"

 "Some peace and quiet," Pie remarked.The hubbub from outside was certainly loud, even in thecafe.

 i    "I'm sure we'll find some little courtyards up in the palace," Gentle said.

 "Is that where we're going?" Huzzah asked."Now listen," said Pie. "For one thing, Mr. Zacharias'.'•
doesn't know what the hell he's talking about—";;..   "Language, Pie," Gentle put in.

 "And for another, we brought you here to find your pandparents, and that's our first priority. Right, Mr.
Za?charias?". "What if you can't find them?" Huzzah said.
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 "We will," Pie replied. "My people know this city from

 top to bottom."

 "Is that possible?" Gentle said. "I somehow doubt it.""When you've finished your coffee," Pie said, "I'll
allow

 them to prove you wrong."

 With their bellies filled, they headed on through thestreets, following the route they'd had laid out for
them:from the Oke T'Noon to the Caramess, following the walluntil they reached Smooke Street. In fact
the directionswere not entirely reliable. Smooke Street, which was a nar?row thoroughfare, and far
emptier than those they'd left,did not lead them onto the Viaticum as they'd been told itwould, but rather
into a maze of buildings as plain as bar?racks. There were children playing in the dirt, and among them
wild ragemy, an unfortunate cross between porcine and canine strains that Gentle had seen spitted and
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servedin Mai-ke but which here seemed to be treated as pets. Ei?ther the mud, the children, or the
ragemy stank, and theirsmell had attracted zarzi in large numbers.

 "We must have missed a turning," the mystif said."We'd be best to—"

 It stopped in mid-sentence as the sound of shouting rosefrom nearby, bringing the children up out of the
mud andsending them off in pursuit of its source. There was a highunmusical holler in the midst of the din,
rising and fallinglike a warrior cry. Before either Pie or Gentle could re?mark on this, Huzzah was
following the rest of the children,darting between the puddles and the rooting ragemy to doso. Gentle
looked at Pie, who shrugged; then they bothheaded after Huzzah, the trail leading them down an alley?
way into a broad and busy street, which was emptying at anastonishing rate as pedestrians and drivers
alike soughtcover from whatever was racing down the hill in their direc?tion.

 The hollerer came first: an armored man of fully twiceGentle's height, carrying in each fist scarlet flags
thatsnaked behind him as he ran, the pitch and volume of hiscry undimmed by the speed at which he
moved. On his
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 heels came a battalion of similarly armored soldiers—none, even in the troop, under eight feet tall—and
behindthem again a vehicle which had clearly been designed tomount and descent the ferocious slopes of
the city withminimum discomfort to its passengers. The wheels werethe height of the hollerer, the carriage
itself low-slung be?tween them, its bodywork sleek and dark, its windowsdarker still. A gull had become
caught between the spokesof the wheels on the way down the hill, and it flapped andbled there as the
wheels turned, its screeches a wretchedbut perfect complement to the cacophony of wheels, en?gine,
and hollerer.

 Gentle took hold of Huzzah as the vehicle raced past,though she was in no danger of being struck. She
lookedaround at him, wearing a wide grin.

 "Who was that?" she said.

 "I don't know."

 A woman sheltering in the doorway beside them fur?nished the answer. "Quaisoir," she said. "The
Autarch's woman. There's arrests being made down in the Scoriae.More Dearthers."

 She made a small gesture with her fingers, moving themacross her face from eye to eye, then down to
her mouth, pressing the knuckles of first and third fingers against hernostrils while the middle digit tugged
at her lower lip, allthis with the speed of one who made the sign countlesstimes in a day. Then she turned
off down the street, keep?ing close to the wall as she went.

 "Athanasius was a Dearther, wasn't he?" Gentle said."We should go down and see what's happening."

 "It's a little too public," Pie said.

 "We'll stay to the back of the crowd," Gentle said. "Iwant to see how the enemy works."

 Without giving Pie time to object, Gentle took Huzzah's hand and headed after Quaisoir's troop. It
wasn't a difficulttrail to follow. Everywhere along the route faces were oncemore appearing at windows
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and doors, like anemonesshowing themselves again after being brushed by the un?derbelly of a shark:
tentative, ready to hide their tender
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 heads again at the merest sign of a shadow. Only a coupleof tots, not yet educated in terror, did as the
three strangerswere doing and took to the middle of the street, where thecomet's light was brightest.
They were quickly reclaimedfor the relative safety of the doorways in which their guard?ians hovered.

 The ocean came into view as the trio descended the hill, and the harbor was now visible between the
houses, whichwere considerably older in this neighborhood than in theOke T'Noon or up by the
Caramess. The air was clean andquick here; it enlivened their step. After a short while thedomestic
dwellings gave way to docklands: warehouses,cranes, and silos reared around them. But the area was by
no means deserted. The workers here were not so easilycowed as the occupants of the Kesparate
above, and manywere leaving off their labors to see what this rumpus was all about. They were a far
more homogenized group thanGentle had seen elsewhere, most a cross between Oethacand Homo
sapiens, massive, even brutish men who in suffi?cient numbers could certainly trounce Quaisoir's
battalion.Gentle hoisted Huzzah up to ride on his back as they joinedthis congregation, fearful she'd be
trampled if he didn't. Afew of the dockers gave her a smile, and several stood asideto let her mount
secure a better place in the crowd. By the time they came within sight of the troops again they were
thoroughly concealed.

 A small contingent of the soldiers had been charged to keep onlookers from straying too close to the
field of ac?tion, and this they were attempting to do, but they werevastly outnumbered, and as the crowd
swelled it steadily pushed the cordon towards the site of the hostilities, awarehouse some thirty yards
down the street, which hadapparently been laid siege to. Its walls were pitted with bul?let strikes, and its
lower windows smoked. The besiegingtroops—who were not dressed showily like Quaisoir's bat?talion,
but in the monochrome Gentle had seen paraded inL'Himby—were presently hauling bodies out of the
build?ing. Some were on the second story, pitching dead men—and a couple who still had life in
them—out of the windows
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 onto the bleeding heap below. Gentle remembered Bea?trix. Was this cairn building one of the marks of
the Au?tarch's hand?

 "You shouldn't be seeing this, angel," Gentle told Huz-zah, and tried to lift her off his shoulders. But she
held fast, taking fistfuls of his hair as security.

 "I want to see," she said. "I've seen it with Daddy, lotsof times."

 "Just don't get sick on my head," Gentle warned.

 "I won't," she said, outraged at the suggestion.

 There were fresh brutalities unfolding below. A survivorhad been dragged from the building and was
kicked to the ground a few yards from Quaisoir's vehicle, the doors andwindows of which were still
closed. Another was defendinghimself as best he could from bayonet jabs, yelling in defi?ance as his
tormentors encircled him. But everything cameto a sudden halt with the appearance on the warehouse
roof of a man wearing little more than ragged underwear, who opened his arms like a soul in search of
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martyrdomand proceeded to harangue the assembly below.

 "That's Athanasius!" Pie murmured in astonishment.

 The mystif was far sharper sighted than Gentle, who hadto squint hard to confirm the identification. It
was indeedFather Athanasius, his beard and hair longer than ever, hishands, brow, and flank running with
blood.

 "What the hell's he doing up there," Gentle said, "giv?ing a sermon?"

 Athanasius' address wasn't simply directed at the troopsand their victims on the cobblestones below. He
repeatedly turned his head towards the crowd, shouting in their direc?tion too. Whether he was issuing
accusations, prayers, or acall to arms, the words were lost to the wind, however.Soundless, his display
looked faintly absurd and undoubt?edly suicidal. Rifles were already being raised below, to puthim in
their sights.

 But before a shot could be fired the first prisoner, who'dbeen kicked to his knees close to Quaisoir's
vehicle, slippedcustody. His captors, distracted by Athanasius' perform?ance, were slow to respond, and
by the time they did so
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 their victim was already dashing towards the crowd, ignor?ing quicker escape routes to do so. The
crowd began topart, anticipating the man's arrival in its midst, but thetroops behind him were already
turning their muzzles hisway. Realizing they intended to fire in the direction of thecrowd, Gentle dropped
to his haunches, yelling for Huzzahto clamber down. This time she didn't protest. As sheslipped from his
shoulders several shots were fired. Heglanced up and through the .mesh of bodies caught sight of
Athanasius falling back, as if struck, and disappearing be?hind the parapet around the roof.

 "Damn fool," he said to himself, and was about to scoopHuzzah up and carry her away when a second
round ofshots froze him in his tracks.

 A bullet caught one of the dockers a yard from where he crouched, and the man went down like felled
timber. Gen?tle looked around for Pie, rising as he did so. The escaping Dearther had also been hit, but
he was still staggering for?ward, heading towards a crowd that was now in confusion.Some were fleeing,
some standing their ground in defiance,some going to the aid of the fallen docker.

 It was doubtful the Dearther saw any of this. Though themomentum of his flight still carried him forward,
his face-too young to boast a beard—was slack and expressionless,his pale eyes glazed. His lips worked
as though to impartsome final word, but a sharpshooter below denied him thecomfort. Another bullet
struck the back of his neck and ap?peared on the other side, where three fine blue lines weretattooed
across his throat, the middle one bisecting hisAdam's apple. He was thrown forward by the bullet's im?
pact, the few men between him and Gentle parting as hefell. His body hit the ground a yard from Gentle,
with onlya few twitches of life left in it. Though his face was to theground, his hands still moved, making
their way through the dirt towards Gentle's feet as if they knew where they were going. His left arm ran
out of power before it couldreach its destination, but the right had sufficient will behindit to find the
scuffed toe of Gentle's shoe.

 He heard Pie murmuring to him from close by, coaxing
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 him to come away, but he couldn't forsake the man, not inthese last seconds. He started to stoop,
intending to claspthe dying fingers in his palm, but he was too late by sec?onds. The arm lost its power,
and the hand dropped back tothe ground lifeless.

 "Now will you come?" Pie said.

 Gentle tore his eyes from the corpse and looked up. Thescene had gained him an audience, and there
was a disturb?ing anticipation in their faces, puzzlement and respect min?gled with the clear expectation
of some pronouncement.Gentle had none to offer and opened his arms to show him?self empty-handed.
The assembly stared on, unblinking,and he half thought they might assault him if he didn'tspeak, but a
further burst of gunfire from the siege sitebroke the moment, and the starers gave up their scrutiny,some
shaking their heads as though waking from a trance.The second of the captives had been executed
against thewarehouse wall, and shots were now being fired into thepile of bodies to silence some survivor
there. Troops hadalso appeared on the roof, presumably intending to pitchAthanasius' body down to
crown the cairn. But they weredenied that satisfaction. Either he'd faked being struck, or eke he'd
survived the wounding and crawled off to safetywhile the drama unfolded below. Whichever, he'd left his
pursuers empty-handed.

 Three of the cordon keepers, all of whom had fled forcover as their comrades fired on the crowd, now
reap?peared to claim the body of the escapee. They encountereda good deal of passive resistance,
however, the crowd com?ing between them and the dead youth, jostling them. Theyforced their way
through with well-aimed jabs from bayo?nets and rifle butts, but Gentle had time to retreat from infront of
the corpse as they did so.

 He had also had time to look back at the corpse-strewnstage visible beyond the heads of the crowd.
The door ofQuaisoir's vehicle had opened, and with her elite guardforming a shield around her she finally
stepped out into thelight of day. This was the consort of the Imajica's vilest ty-
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 rant, and Gentle lingered a dangerous moment to see whatmark such intimacy with evil had made upon
her.

 When she came into view the sight of her, even with eyesthat were far from perfect, was enough to
snatch the breathfrom him. She was human, and a beauty. Nor was she sim?ply any beauty. She was
Judith.

 Pie had hold of his arm, drawing him away, but he

 wouldn't go.

 "Look at her. Jesus. Look at her, Pie. Look!"

 The mystif glanced towards the woman.

 "It's Judith," Gentle said.

 "That's impossible."
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 "It is! It is! Use your fucking eyes! It's Judith!"

 As if his raised voice was a spark to the bone-dry rage ofthe crowd all around, violence suddenly
erupted, its focusthe trio of soldiers who were still attempting to claim thedead youth. One was
bludgeoned to the ground while an?other retreated, firing as he did so. Escalation was instanta?neous.
Knives were slid from their sheaths, machetes unhooked from belts. In the space of five seconds the
crowd became an army and five seconds later claimed itsfirst three lives. Judith was eclipsed by the
battle, and Gen?tle had little choice but to go with Pie, more for the sake of Huzzah than for his own
safety. He felt strangely inviolatehere, as though that circle of expectant stares had lent hima charmed life.

 "It was Judith, Pie," he said again, once they were farenough from the shouts and shots to hear each
other speak,Huzzah had taken firm hold of his hand and swung on his arm excitedly. "Who's Judith?" she
said."A woman we know," Gentle said."How could that be her?" The mystif s tone was as fret?ful as it
was exasperated. "Ask yourself: How could that beher? If you've got an answer, I'm happy to hear it.
Truly I

 am. Tell me."

 "I don't know how," Gentle said. "But I trust my eyes."

 "We left her in the Fifth, Gentle."

 "If / got through, why shouldn't she?"

 "And in the space of two months she takes over as the
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 Autarch's wife? That's a meteoric rise, wouldn't you say?"

 A fresh fusillade of shots rose from the siege site, fol?lowed by a roar of voices so profound it
reverberated in thestone beneath their feet. Gentle stopped, walked, andlooked back down the slope
towards the harbor.

 "There's going to be a revolution," he said simply.

 "I think it's already begun," Pie replied.

 "They'll kill her," he said, starting back down the hill.

 "Where the hell are you going?" Pie said.

 "I'm coming with you," Huzzah piped up, but the mystif took hold of her before she could follow.

 "You're not going anywhere," Pie said, "except hometo your grandparents. Gentle, will you listen to me?
It's notJudith."

 Gentle turned to face the mystif, attempting a reasoningtone. "If it's not her then it's her double; it's her
echo.Some part o/her, here in Yzordderrex."
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 The mystif didn't reply. It merely studied Gentle, as ifcoaxing him with its silence to articulate his theory
morefully.

 "Maybe people can be in two places at one time," Gen?tle said. Frustration made him grimace. "I know
it was her,and nothing you can say's going to change my mind. Youtwo go in to the Kesparate. Wait for
me. I'll—"

 Before he could finish his instructions, the holler thathad first announced Quaisoir's descent from the
heights ofthe city was raised again, this time at a higher pitch, to be drowned out almost instantly by a
surge of celebratorycheering.

 "That sounds like a retreat to me," Pie said, and wasproved right twenty seconds later with the
reappearance ofQuaisoir's vehicle, surrounded by the tattered remnants ofher retinue.

 The trio had plenty of time to step out of the path of wheels and boots as they thundered up the slope,
for thepace of the retreat was not as swift as that of the advance.Not only was the ascent steep but many
of the elite had sus?tained wounds in defending the vehicle from assault andtrailed blood as they ran.
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 "There's going to be such reprisals now," Pie said.

 Gentle murmured his agreement as he stared up theslope where the vehicle had gone. "I have to see her
again," he said.

 "That's going to be difficult," Pie replied.

 "She'll see me," Gentle said. "If I know who she is, then she's going to know who I am. I'll lay money on
it."

 The mystif didn't take up the bet. It simply said, "What

 now?"

 "We go to your Kesparate, and we send out a searchparty to look for Huzzah's folks. Then we go up"
—he nod?ded towards the palace—"and get a closer look at Quai-soir. I've got some questions to ask
her. Whoever she is,"

 3

 The wind veered as the trio retraced their steps, the rela?tively clear ocean breeze giving sudden way to
a blister-ingly hot assault off the desert. The citizens were wellprepared for such climatic changes, and at
the first hint of ashift in the wind, scenes of almost mechanical, and there?fore comical, efficiency were to
be seen high and low.Washing and potted plants were gathered from window-sills; ragemy and cats gave
up their sun traps and headedinside; awnings were rolled up and windows shuttered. In amatter of
minutes the street was emptied.

 "I've been in these damn storms," the mystif said. "Idon't think we want to be walking about in one."

 Gentle told it not to fret, and hoisting Huzzah onto hisshoulders, he set the pace as the storm scourged
the streets.They'd asked for fresh directions a few minutes before thewind veered, and the shopkeeper
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who'd supplied them hadknown his geography. The directions were good even ifwalking conditions were
not. The wind smelt like flatulenceand carried a blinding freight of sand, along with ferociousheat. But
they at least had the freedom of the streets. Theonly individuals they glimpsed were either felonious,
crazy,or homeless, into all three of which categories they them?selves fell.
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 They reached the Viaticum without error or incident,and from there the mystif knew its way. Two hours
or moreafter they'd left the siege at the harbor they reached theEurhetemec Kesparate, The storm was
showing signs of fa?tigue, as were they, but Pie's voice fairly sang when it an?nounced, "This is it. This is
the place where I was born."

 The Kesparate in front of them was walled, but the gateswere open, swinging in the wind.

 "Lead on," Gentle said, setting Huzzah down.

 The mystif pushed the gate wide and led the way intostreets the wind was unveiling before them as it fell,
drop?ping sand underfoot. The streets rose towards the palace,as did almost every street in
Yzordderrex, but the dwellingsbuilt upon it were very different from those elsewhere inthe city. They
stood discreet from one another, tall andburnished, each possessed of a single window that ran from
above the door to the eaves, where the structure branchedinto four overhanging roofs, lending the
buildings, whenside by side, the look of a stand of petrified trees. In thestreet in front of the houses were
the real thing: trees whosebranches still swayed in the dying gusts like kelp in a tidalpool, their boughs so
supple and their tight white blossomsso hardy the storm had done them no harm.

 It wasn't until he caught the tremulous look on Pie's facethat Gentle realized what a burden of feeling the
mystif bore, stepping back into its birthplace after the passage of so many years. Having such a short
memory, he'd nevercarried such luggage himself. There were no cherished rec?ollections of childhood
rites, no Christmas scenes or lulla? bies. His grasp of what Pie might be feeling had to be an intellectual
construct and fell—he was sure—well shy ofthe real thing.

 "My parents' home," the mystif said, "used to be be?tween the chianculi"—it pointed off to its right,
where thelast remnants of sand-laden gusts still shrouded the dis?tance—"and the hospice." It pointed to
its left, a white-walled building.

 "So somewhere near," Gentle said.
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 "I think so," Pie said, clearly pained by the tricks mem?ory was playing.

 "Why don't we ask somebody?" Huzzah suggested.

 Pie acted upon the suggestion instantly, walking over tothe nearest house and rapping on the door. There
was noreply. It moved next door and tried again. This house wasalso vacated. Sensing Pie's unease,
Gentle took Huzzah tojoin the mystif on the third step. The response was the same here, a silence made
more palpable by the drop in the wind.

 "There's nobody here," Pie said, remarking, Gentleknew, not simply on the empty houses but on the
whole
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 hushed vista.

 The storm was completely exhausted now. Peopleshould have been appearing in their doorsteps to
brush offthe sand and peer at their roofs to see they were still secure.But there was nobody. The elegant
streets, laid with suchprecision, were deserted from end to end.

 "Maybe they've all gathered in-one place," Gentle sug?gested. "Is there some kind of assembly place? A
church or

 a senate?"

 "The chianculi's the nearest thing," Pie said, pointing towards a quartet of pale yellow domes set amid
trees shaped like cypresses but bearing Prussian blue foliage. Birds were rising from them into the
clearing sky, theirshadows the only motion on the streets below.

 "What happens at the chianculi?" Gentle said as theystarted towards the domes.

 "Ah! In my youth," the mystif said, attempting a light?ness of tone it clearly didn't feel, "in my youth it was
wherewe had the circuses."

 "I didn't know you came from circus stock." "They weren't like any Fifth Dominion circus," Pie re?plied.
"They were ways we remembered the Dominionwe'd been exiled from."

 "No clowns and ponies?" Gentle said. "No clowns and ponies," Pie replied, and would not be drawn on
the subject any further.

 Now that they were close to the chianculi, its scale—andthat of the trees surrounding it—became
apparent. It was
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 fully five stories high from the ground to the apex of itslargest dome. The birds, having made one
celebratory cir?cuit of the Kesparate, were now settling in the trees again, chattering like myna birds that
had been taught Japanese.

 Gentle's attention was briefly claimed by the spectacle,only to be grounded again when he heard Pie say,
"They'renot all dead."

 Emerging from between the Prussian blue trees werefour of the mystif s tribe, negroes wrapped in
undyed robeslike desert nomads, some folds of which they held betweentheir teeth, covering their lower
faces. Nothing about theirgait or garments offered any clue to their sex, but they were evidently prepared
to oust trespassers, for they camearmed with fine silver rods, three feet or so in length andheld across
their hips.

 "On no account move or even speak," the mystif said toGentle as the quartet came within ten yards of
where theystood.

 "Why not?"
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 "This isn't a welcoming party."

 "What is it then?"

 "An execution squad."

 So saying, the mystif raised its hands in front of its chest,palms out, then—breaking its own edict—it
stepped for?ward, addressing the squad as it did so. The language itspoke was not English but had about
it the same oriental lilt Gentle had heard from the beaks of the settling birds. Perhaps they'd indeed been
speaking in their owners'tongue.

 One of the quartet now let the bitten veil drop, revealing a woman in early middle age, her expression
more puzzledthan aggressive. Having listened to Pie for a time, she mur?mured something to the
individual at her right, winningonly a shaken head by way of response. The squad had con?tinued to
approach Pie as it talked, their stride steady; butnow, as Gentle heard the syllables Pie 'oh' pah appear
in the mystif s monologue, the woman called a halt. Twomore of the veils were dropped, revealing men
as finelyboned as their leader. One was lightly mustached, but the
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 seeds of sexual ambiguity that blossomed so exquisitely inPie were visible here. Without further word
from thewoman, her companion went on to reveal a second ambigu?ity, altogether less attractive. He let
one hand drop from the silver rod he carried and the wind caught it, a ripplepassing through its length as
though it were made not ofsteel but of silk. He lifted it to his mouth and draped it overhis tongue. It fell in
soft loops from his lips and fingers, stillglinting like a blade even though it folded and fluttered.

 Whether this gesture was a threat or not Gentle couldn'tknow, but in response to it the mystif dropped to
its kneesand indicated with a wave of its hand that Gentle and Huz-zah should do the same. The child
cast a rueful glance inGentle's direction, looking to him for endorsement. Heshrugged and nodded, and
they both knelt, though to Gen?tle's way of thinking this was the last position to adopt infront of an
execution squad.

 "Get ready to run," he whispered across to Huzzah, andshe returned a nervous little nod.

 The mustachioed man had now begun to address Pie,speaking in the same tongue the mystif had used.
Therewas nothing in either his tone or attitude that was particu?larly threatening, though neither, Gentle
knew, were fool?proof indications. There was some comfort in the fact ofdialogue, however, and at a
certain point in the exchangethe fourth veil was dropped. Another woman, younger than the leader and
altogether less amiable, was takingover the conversation with a more strident tone, wavingher ribbon
blade in the air inches from Pie's inclined head,Its lethal capacity could not be in doubt. It whistled as it
sliced and hummed as it rose again, its motion, for all itsripples, chillingly controlled. When she'd finished
talking,the leader apparently ordered them to their feet. Pieobliged, glancing around at Gentle and Huzzah
to indicatethey should do the same.

 "Are they going to kill us?" Huzzah murmured.Gentle took her hand. "No, they're not," he said. "Andif
they try, I've got a trick or two in my lungs.""Please, Gentle," Pie said. "Don't even—"
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 A word from the squad leader silenced the appeal, andthe mystif answered the next question directed at
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it bynaming its companions: Huzzah Aping and John Furie Za-charias. There then followed another short
exchange be?tween the members of the squad, during which time Piesnatched a moment to explain.

 "This is a very delicate situation,'.' Pie said.

 "I think we've grasped that much."

 "Most of my people have gone from the Kesparate."

 "Where?1'

 "Some of them tortured and killed. Some taken as slavelabor."

 "But now the prodigal returns. Why aren't they happyto see you?"

 "They think I'm probably a spy, or else I'm crazy. Eitherway, I'm a danger to them. They're going to
keep me hereto question me. It was either that or a summary execution."

 "Some homecoming."

 "At least there's a few of them left alive. When we first got here, I thought—"

 "I know what you thought. So did I. Do they speak anyEnglish?"

 "Of course. But it's a matter of pride that they don't."

 "But they'll understand me?"

 "Don't, Gentle."

 "I want them to know we're not their enemies," Gentlesaid, and turned his address to the squad. "You
alreadyknow my name," he said. "I'm here with Pie 'oh' pah be?cause we thought we'd find friends here.
We're not spies.We're not assassins."

 "Let it alone, Gentle," Pie said.

 "We came a long way to be here, Pie and me. All theway from the Fifth. And right from the beginning
Pie'sdreamed about seeing you people again. Do you under?stand? You're the dream Pie's come all this
way to find."

 "They don't care, Gentle," Pie said.

 "They have to care."

 "It's their Kesparate," Pie replied. "Let them do it theirway."
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 Gentle mused on this a moment. "Pie's right," he said."It's your Kesparate, and we're just visitors here.
But Iwant you to understand something." He turned his gaze on the woman whose ribbon blade had
danced so threaten?ingly close to the mystif s pate. "Pie's my friend," he said."I will protect my friend to
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the very last."

 "You're doing more harm than good," the mystif said."Please stop."

 "I thought they'd welcome you with open arms," Gentlesaid, surveying the quartet's unmoved faces.
"What'swrong with them?"

 "They're protecting what little they've got left," Pie said. "The Autarch's sent in spies before. There've
beenpurges and abductions. Children taken. Heads returned."

 "Oh, Jesus." Gentle made a small, apologetic shrug."I'm sorry," he said, not just to Pie but to them all. "I
justwanted to say my piece."

 "Well, it's said. Will you leave it to me now? Give me a few hours, and I can convince them we're
sincere."

 "Of course, if that's what it'll take. Huzzah and I canwait around until you've worked it all out."

 "Not here," Pie said. "I don't think that would be wise."

 "Why not?"

 "I just don't," Pie said, softly insisting.

 "You're afraid they're going to kill us all, aren't you?"

 "There is... some doubt... yes."

 "Then we'll all leave now."

 "That's not an option. I stay and you leave. That's what they're offering. It's not up for negotiation."

 "I see."

 "I'll be all right, Gentle," Pie said. "Why don't you goback to the cafe where we had breakfast? Can you
find itagain?"

 "I can," Huzzah said. She'd spent the time of this ex?change with downcast eyes. Now that they were
raised,they were full of tears.

 "Wait for me there, angel," Pie said, conferring Gentle'sepithet upon her for the first time. "Both of you
angels."

 "If you're not with us by twilight we'll come back and

 IMAJICA                                                                                     451

 find you," Gentle said. He threw his gaze wide as he saidthis, a smile on his lips and threat in his eyes.

 Pie put out a hand to be shaken. Gentle took it, drawingthe mystif closer.
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 "This is very proper," he said.

 "Any more would be unwise," Pie replied. "Trust me."

 "I always have. I always will."

 "We're lucky, Gentle," Pie said.

 "How so?"

 "To have had this time together."

 Gentle met the mystifs gaze, as it spoke, and realized there was a deeper farewell beneath this formality,
whichhe didn't want to hear. For all its bright talk, the mystif was by no means certain they would be
meeting again.

 "I'm going to see you in a few hours, Pie," Gentle said."I'm depending on that. Do you understand? We
havevows."

 The mystif nodded and let its hand slip from Gentle'sgrasp. Huzzah's smaller, warmer fingers were there,
readyto take its place.

 "We'd better go, angel," he said, and led Huzzah backtowards the gate, leaving Pie in the custody of the
squad.

 She glanced back at the mystif twice as they walked, butGentle resisted the temptation. It would do Pie
no good tobe sentimental at this juncture. Better just to proceed on the understanding that they'd be
reunited in a matter of hours, drinking coffee in the Oke T'Noon. At the gate,however, he couldn't keep
himself from glancing down the street of blossom-laden trees for one last glimpse of thecreature he loved.
But the execution squad had already dis?appeared into the chianculi, taking the prodigal with them.

 32

 I

 With the long Yzordderrexian twilight still many hoursfrom falling, the Autarch had found himself a
chamberclose to the Pivot Tower where the day could not come.Here the consolations brought by the
kreauchee were notspoiled by light. It was easy to believe that everything was a dream and, being a
dream, not worth mourning if—or rather when—it passed. In his unerring fashion Rosen-garten had
discovered the niche, however, and to it hebrought news as disruptive as any light. A quiet attempt to
eradicate the cell of Dearthers led by Father Athanasiushad been turned into a public spectacle by
Quaisoir's ar?rival. Violence had flared and was already spreading. Thetroops who had mounted the
original siege were thought tohave been massacred to a man, though this could not nowbe verified
because the docklands had been sealed off bymakeshift barricades.

 "This is the signal the factions have been waiting for," Rosengarten opined. "If we don't stamp this out
immedi?ately, every little cult in the Dominion's going to tell its dis?ciples that the Day's come."

 "Time for judgment, eh?"
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 "That's what they'll say."

 "Perhaps they're right," the Autarch replied. "Whydon't we let them run riot for a while? None of them
like each other. The Scintillants hate the Dearthers, theDearthers hate the Zenetics. They can all slit each
other'sthroats."

 "But the city, sir."

 "The city! The city! What about the frigging city? It's forfeit, Rosengarten. Don't you see that? I've been
sittinghere thinking, If I could call the comet down on top of it Iwould. Let it die the way it's lived:
beautifully. Why so
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 tragic, Rosengarten? There'll be other cities. I can build an?other Yzordderrex."

 "Then maybe we should get you out now, before theriots spread."

 "We're safe here, aren't we?" the Autarch said. A si?lence followed. "You're not so sure."

 "There's such a swell of violence out there."

 "And you say she started it?"

 "It was in the air."

 "But she was the inspiring spark?" He sighed. "Oh,damn her, damn her. You'd better fetch the generals."

 "All of them?"

 "Mattalaus and Racidio. They can turn this place into afortress." He got to his feet. "I'm going to speak
with myloving wife."

 "Shall we come and find you there?"

 "Not unless you want to witness murder, no."

 As before, he found Quaisoir's chambers empty, but thistime Concupiscentia—no longer flirtatious but
trembling and dry-eyed, which was like tears to her seeping clan—knew where her mistress was: in her
private chapel. Hestormed in, to find Quaisoir lighting candles at the altar.

 "I was calling for you," he said.

 "Yes, I heard," she replied. Her voice, which had oncemade every word an incantation, was drab; as
was she.

 "Why didn't you answer?"

 "I was praying," she said. She blew out the taper she'dlit the candles with and turned from him to face
the altar. Itwas, like her chamber, a study in excess. A carved and painted Christ hung on a gilded cross,

Page  330



surrounded bycherubim and seraphim,

 "Who were you praying for?" he asked her.

 "For myself," she said simply.

 He took hold of her shoulder, spinning her around."What about the men who were torn apart by the
mob? Noprayers for them?"

 "They've got people to pray for them. People who lovedthem. I've got nobody."
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 "My heart bleeds," he said.

 "No, it doesn't," she replied. "But the Man of Sorrowsbleeds for me."

 "I doubt that, lady," he said, more amused by her piety than irritated.

 "I saw Him today," she said.

 This was a new conceit. He pandered to it. "Where wasthis?" he asked her, all sincerity.

 "At the harbor. He appeared on a roof, right above me.They tried to shoot Him down, and He was
struck. I saw Him struck. But when they looked for the body it hadgone."

 "You know you should go down to the Bastion with therest of the madwomen," he told her. "You can
wait for theSecond Coming there. I'll have all this transported downthere if you'd like."

 "He'll come for me here," she said. "He's not afraid. You'rethe one who's afraid."

 The Autarch looked at his palm. "Am I sweating? No.Am I on my knees begging Him to be kind? No.
Accuse meof most crimes, and I'm probably guilty. But not fear. Youknow me better than that."

 "He's here, in Yzordderrex."

 "Then let Him come. I won't be leaving. He'll find me if He wants me so badly. He won't find me
praying, you un?derstand. Pissing maybe, if He could bear the sight." The Autarch took Quaisoir's hand
and tugged it down between his legs. "He might find He's the one who's humbled." He laughed. "You
used to pray to this fellow, lady. Remem?ber? Say you remember."

 "I confess it."

 "It's not a crime. It's the way we were made. What arewe to do but suffer it?" He suddenly drew close.
"Don'tthink you can desert me for Him. We belong to each other.Whatever harm you do me, you do
yourself. Think aboutthat. If our dreams burn, we cook in them together."

 His message was getting through. She didn't struggle in his embrace, but shook with terror.

 "I don't want to take your comforts from you. Have
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 your Man of Sorrows if He helps you sleep. But rememberhow our flesh is joined. Whatever little sways
you learned down in the Bastion, it doesn't change what you are."

 "Prayers aren't enough," she said, half to herself.

 "Prayers are useless."

 "Then I have to find Him. Go to Him. Show Him myadoration."

 "You're going nowhere."

 "I have to. It's the only way. He's in the city, waiting forme."

 She pressed him away from her.

 "I'll go to Him in rags," she said, starting to tear at her robes. "Or naked! Better naked!"

 The Autarch didn't attempt to catch hold of her again but withdrew from her, as though her lunacy were
conta?gious, letting her tear at her clothes and draw blood with the violence of her revulsion. As she did
so she started topray aloud, her prayer full of promises to come to Him, onher knees, and beg His
forgiveness. As she turned, deliver? ing this exhortation to the altar, the Autarch lost patiencewith her
hysteria and took her by the hair—twin fistfuls ofit—drawing her back against him.

 "You're not listening!" he said, both compassion and disgust overwhelmed by a rage even the kreauchee
couldn't quell. "There's only one Lord in Yzordderrex!"

 He threw her aside and mounted the steps of the altar inthree strides, clearing the candles from it with
one back?ward sweep of his arm. Then he clambered up onto the altar itself to drag down the crucifix.
Quaisoir was on her feet to stop him, but neither her appeals nor her fists slowed him. The gilded
seraphim came first, wrenched from their carved clouds and pitched behind him to the ground. Then he
put his hands behind the Savior's head and pulled. The crown He wore was meticulously carved, and the
thorns punctured his fingers and palms, but thesting only gave fire to his sinews, and a snarl of splintered
wood announced his victory. The crucifix came away from the wall, and all he had to do was step aside
to let gravitytake it. For an instant he thought Quaisoir intended to fling
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 herself beneath its weight, but a heartbeat before it toppledshe stumbled back from the steps, and it fell
amid the litterof dismembered seraphim, cracking as it struck the stonefloor.

 The commotion had of course brought witnesses. Fromhis place on the altar the Autarch saw
Rosengarten racingdown the aisle, his weapon drawn.

 "It's all right, Rosengarten!" he panted. "The worst isover."

 "You're bleeding, sir."

 The Autarch sucked at his hand. "Will you have my wifeescorted to her chambers?" he said, spitting out
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the gold-flecked blood. "She's to be allowed no sharp instruments, nor any object with which she could
do herself any harm.I'm afraid she's very sick. We'll have to watch over hernight and day from now on."

 Quaisoir was kneeling among the pieces of the crucifix,sobbing there.

 "Please, lady," the Autarch said, jumping down fromthe altar to coax her up. "Why waste your tears on a
dead man? Worship nothing, lady, except in adoration . . ." Hestopped, puzzled by the words; then he
took them up again."In adoration of your True Self."

 She raised her head, heeling away the tears with herhands to stare at him.

 "I'll have some kreauchee found for you," he said. "Tocalm you a little."

 "I don't want kreauchee," she murmured, her voicewashed of all color. "I want forgiveness."

 "Then I forgive you," he replied, with flawless sincerity.

 "Not from you," she said.

 He studied her grief for a time. "We were going to loveand live forever," he said softly. "When did you
become so old?"

 She made no reply, so he left her there, kneeling in thedebris. Rosengarten's underling, Seidux, had
already ar?rived to take charge of her.

 "Be considerate," he told Seidux as they crossed at thedoor. "She was once a great lady."
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 He didn't wait to watch her removal but went withRosengarten to meet Generals Mattalaus and Racidio.
Hefelt better for his exertion. Though like any great Maestrohe was untouched by age, his system still
became sluggishand needed an occasional stirring up. What better way todo it than by demolishing idols?

 As they passed by a window which gave onto the city thespring went from his step, however, seeing the
signs of de?struction visible below. For all his defiant talk of buildinganother Yzordderrex, it would be
painful to watch this onetorn apart, Kesparate by Kesparate. Half a dozen columnsof smoke were
already rising from conflagrations acrossthe city. Ships were burning in the harbor, and there were
bordellos aflame around Lickerish Street. As Rosengartenhad predicted, all the apocalyptics in the city
would fulfilltheir prophecies today. Those who'd said corruption cameby sea were burning boats; those
who railed against sex hadlit their torches for the brothels. He glanced back towardsQuaisoir's chapel as
his consort's sobs were raised afresh.

 "It's best we don't stop her weeping," he said. "She hasgood reason."

 2

 The full extent of the harm Dowd had done himself in hislate boarding of the Yzordderrexian Express did
notbecome apparent until their arrival in the icon-filled cellar beneath the merchant's house. Though he'd
escaped beingturned inside out, his trespass had wounded him considera? bly. He looked as though he'd
been dragged face downover a freshly graveled road, the skin on his face and handsshredded and the
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sinew beneath oozing the meager filth he had in his veins. The last time Jude had seen him bleed, the
wound had been self-inflicted and he'd seemed to suffer scarcely at all; but not so now. Though he held
on to her wrist with an implacable grip and threatened her with a death that would make Clara's seem
merciful if she at?tempted to escape him, he was a vulnerable captor, wincingas he hauled her up the
stairs into the house above.
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 This was not the way she had imagined herself enteringYzordderrex. But then the scene she met at the
top of thestairs was not as she'd imagined either. Or rather, it was alltoo imaginable. The house—which
was deserted—waslarge and bright, its design and decoration almost depress-ingly recognizable. She
reminded herself that this was the house of Oscar's business partner Peccable, and the influ?ence of Fifth
Dominion aesthetics was likely to be strong ina dwelling that had a doorway to Earth in its cellar. But the
vision of domestic bliss this interior conjured was depress-ingly bland. The only touch of exoticism was
the parrotsulking on its perch by the window; otherwise this nest wasirredeemably suburban, from the
row of family photo?graphs beside the clock on the mantelpiece to the drooping tulips in the vase on the
well-polished dining room table.

 She was sure there were more remarkable sights in thestreet outside, but Dowd was in no mood, or
indeed condi?tion, to go exploring. He told her they would wait here until he was feeling fitter, and if any
of the family returned in the meanwhile she was to keep her silence. He'd do the talking,he said, or else
she'd put not only her own life in jeopardybut that of the whole Peccable clan.

 She believed him perfectly capable of such violence, es?pecially in his present pain, which he demanded
she helphim ameliorate. She dutifully bathed his face, using waterand towels from the kitchen. The
damage was regrettablymore superficial than she'd initially believed, and once thewounds were cleaned
he rapidly began to show signs of re?covery. She was now presented with a dilemma. Given that he was
healing with superhuman speed, if she was going to exploit his vulnerability and escape it had to be soon.
But ifshe did—if she fled the house there and then—she'd haveturned her back on the only guide to the
city she had. And,more importantly, she would be gone from the spot towhich she still hoped Oscar
would come, following heracross the In Ovo. She couldn't afford to take the risk of hisarriving and
finding her gone into a city that from all re?ports was so vast they might search for each other ten
life?times and never cross paths.
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 A wind began to get up after a while, and it carried a mem?ber of the Peccable family to the door. A
gangling girl inher late teens or early twenties, dressed in a long coat andflower-print dress, who greeted
the presence of two stran?gers in the house, one clearly recovering from injury, in astudiedly sanguine
fashion.

 "Are you friends of Papa's?" she asked, removing herspectacles to reveal eyes that were severely
crossed.

 Dowd said they were and began to explain how they'dcome to be here, but she politely asked him if
he'd hold offhis story until the house had been shuttered against the coming storm. She turned to Jude for
help in this, andDowd made no objection, correctly assuming that his cap?tive was not going to venture
out into an unknown city as astorm came upon it. So, with the first gusts already rattlingthe door, Jude
followed Hoi-Polloi around the house, lock?ing any windows that were open even an inch, then closing
the shutters in case the glass was blown in.
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 Even though the sandy wind was already obscuring thedistance, Jude got a glimpse of the city outside. It
was frus-tratingly brief, but sufficient to reassure her that when shefinally got to walk the streets of
Yzordderrex her months ofwaiting would be rewarded with wonders. There were myr?iad tiers of streets
set on the slopes above the house, lead?ing up to the monumental walls and towers of whatHoi-Polloi
identified as the Autarch's palace, and just visi?ble from the attic room window was the ocean, glittering
through the thickening storm. But these were sights—ocean, rooftops, and towers—she might have seen
in the Fifth. What marked this place as another Dominion wasthe people in the streets outside, some
human, many not,all retreating from the wind or the commotions it carried.A creature, its head vast,
stumbled up the street with what looked to be two sharp-snouted pigs, barking furiously,under each arm.
A group of youths, bald and robed, ran in the other direction, swinging smoking censers above their
heads like bolas. A man with a canary-yellow beard and
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 china-doll skin was carried, wounded but yelling furiously, into a house opposite.

 "There's riots everywhere," Hoi-Polloi said. "I wishPapa would come home."

 "Where is he?" Jude asked.

 "Down at the harbor. He had a shipment coming infrom the islands."

 "Can't you telephone him?"

 "Telephone?" Hoi-Polloi said.

 "Yes, you know, it's a—"

 "I know what it is," Hoi-Polloi said testily. "UncleOscar showed me one. But they're against the law."

 "Why?"

 Hoi-Polloi shrugged. "The law's the law," she said. Shepeered out into the storm before shuttering the
final win?dow. "Papa will be sensible," she went on. "I'm always tell?ing him, Be sensible, and he always
is."

 She led the way downstairs to find Dowd standing onthe front step, with the door flung wide. Hot, gritty
air blewin, smelling of spice and distance. Hoi-Polloi orderedDowd back inside with a sharpness that
made Jude fear forher, but Dowd seemed happy to play the erring guest anddid as he was asked. She
slammed the door and bolted it,then asked if anybody wanted tea. With the lights swingingin every room,
and the wind rattling every loose shutter, it was hard to pretend nothing was amiss, but Hoi-Polloi didher
best to keep the chat trivial while she brewed a pot ofDarjeeling and passed around slices of Madeira
cake. The sheer absurdity of the situation began to amuse Jude. Herethey were having a tea party while a
city of untold strange? ness was racked by storm and revolution all around. IfOscar appears now, she
thought, he'll be most entertained. He'll sit down, dunk his cake in his tea, and talk aboutcricket like a
perfect Englishman.

 "Where's the rest of your family?" Dowd asked Hoi-Polloi, when the conversation once more returned
to herabsentee father.
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 "Mama and my brothers have gone to the country," shesaid, "to be away from the troubles."
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 "Didn't you want to go with them?"

 "Not with Papa here. Somebody has to look after him.He's sensible most of the time, but I have to
remind him."A particularly vehement gust brought slates rattling off the roof like gunshots. Hoi-Polloi
jumped. "If Papa was here,"she said, "I think he'd suggest we had something to calmour nerves."

 "What do you have, lovey?" Dowd said. "A littlebrandy, maybe? That's what Oscar brings, isn't it?"

 She said it was and fetched a bottle, dispensing it to allthree of them in tiny glasses.

 "He brought us Dotterel too," she said.

 "Who's Dotterel?" Jude inquired.

 "The parrot. He was a present to me when I was little.He had a mate but she was eaten by the ragemy
next door.The brute! Now Dotterel's on his own, and he's not hap?py. But Oscar's going to bring me
another parrot soon. He said he would. He brought pearls for Mama once. And forPapa he always
brings newspapers. Papa loves newspapers.1'

 She babbled on in a similar vein with barely a break inthe flow. Meanwhile, the three glasses were filled
and emp?tied and filled again several times, the liquor steadily taking its toll on Jude's concentration. In
fact she found the mono?logue, and the subtle motion of the light overhead, posi?tively soporific and
finally asked if she might lie down for awhile. Again, Dowd made no objection and let Hoi-Polloiescort
Jude up to the guest bedroom, offering only aslurred "sweet dreams, lovey" as she retired.

 She laid her buzzing head down gratefully, thinking asshe dozed that it made sense to sleep now, while
the stormprevented her from taking to the streets. When it was over her expedition would begin, with or
without Dowd. Oscarwas not coming for her, that much seemed certain. Eitherhe'd sustained too much
injury to follow or else the Ex?press had been somehow damaged by Dowd's late board?ing. Whichever,
she could not delay her adventures hereany longer. When she woke, she'd emulate the forces rat?tling the
shutters and take Yzordderrex by storm.
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 She dreamt she was in a place of great grief: a dark cham?ber, its shutters closed against the same storm
that ragedoutside the room in which she slept and dreamt—and knew she slept and dreamt even as she
did so—and in this cham?ber was the sound of a woman sobbing. The grief was sopalpable it stung her,
and she wanted to soothe it, as muchfor her own sake as that of the griever. She moved throughthe murk
towards the sound, encountering curtain aftercurtain as she went, all gossamer thin, as though the trous?
seaus of a hundred brides had been hung in this chamber.Before she could reach the weeping woman,
however, a fig?ure moved through the darkness ahead of her, coming tothe bed where the woman lay
and whispering to her.

 "Kreauchee . . ." the other said, and through the veils Jude glimpsed the lisping speaker.

 No figure as bizarre as this had ever flitted through herdreams before. The creature was pale, even in the
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gloom, and naked, with a back from which sprawled a garden oftails. Jude advanced a little to see her
better, and the crea?ture in her turn saw her, or at least her effect upon the veils,for she looked around
the chamber as if she knew therewas a haunter here. Her voice carried alarm when it came

 again.

 "There's som'ady here, ledy," it said."I'll see nobody. Especially Seidux.""It's notat Seidux. I seeat
no'ady, but I feelat som'ady

 here stell."

 The weeping diminished. The woman looked up. There were still veils between Jude and the sleeper's
face, and thechamber was indeed dark, but she knew her own featureswhen she saw them, though her
hair was plastered to hersweating scalp, and her eyes puffed up with tears. Shedidn't recoil at the sight,
but stood as still as spirits wereable amid gossamer, and watched the woman with her facerise up from
the bed. There was bliss in her expression.

 "He's sent an angel," she said to the creature at her side."Concupiscentia ... He's sent an angel to
summon me."

 "Yes?"
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 "Yes. For certain. This is a sign. I'm going to be for?given."

 A sound at the door drew the woman's attention. A man in uniform, his face lit only by the cigarette he
drew upon,stood watching.

 "Get out," the woman said.

 "I came only to see that you were comfortable, Ma'amQuaisoir."

 "I said get out, Seidux."

 "If you should require anything—"

 Quaisoir got up suddenly and pitched herself throughthe veils in Seidux's direction. The suddenness of
this as? sault took Jude by surprise, as it did its target. Though Quaisoir was a head shorter than her
captor, she had nofear of him. She slapped the cigarette from his lips.

 "I don't want you watching me," she said. "Get out.Hear me? Or shall I scream rape?"

 She began to tear at her already ragged clothes, expos?ing her breasts. Seidux retreated in confusion,
averting hiseyes.

 "As you wish!" he said, heading out of the chamber."As you wish!"

 Quaisoir slammed the door on him and turned her at?tention back to the haunted room.
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 "Where are you, spirit?" she said, moving back through the veils. "Gone? No, not gone." She turned to
Concupis?centia. "Do you feel its presence?" The creature seemed too frightened to speak. "I feel
nothing," Quaisoir said, now standing still amid the shifting veils. "Damn Seidux! The spirit's been driven
out!"

 Without the means to contradict this, all Jude could dowas wait beside the bed and hope that the effect
of Seidux's interruption—which had seemingly blinded them to her presence—would wear off now that
he'd been exiled from the chamber. She remembered as she waited how Clarahad talked about men's
power to destroy. Had she just wit?nessed an example of that, Seidux's mere presence enoughto poison
the contact between a dreaming spirit and a wak? ing one? If so, he'd done it all unknowing: innocent of
his
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 power, but no more forgivable for that. How many times inany day did he and the rest of his kind
—hadn't Clara saidthey were another species?—spoil and mutilate in their un?witting way, Jude
wondered, preventing the union of sub?tler natures?

 Quaisoir sank back down on the bed, giving Jude time toponder the mystery her face represented. She
hadn'tdoubted from the moment she'd entered this chamber thatshe was traveling here much as she'd first
traveled to thetower, using the freedom of a dream state to move invisiblythrough the real world. That she
no longer needed the blueeye to facilitate such movement was a puzzle for another time. What concerned
her now was to find out how thiswoman came to have her face. Was this Dominion some?how a mirror
of the world she'd left? And if not—if she wasthe only woman in the Fifth to have a perfect twin—what
did that echo signify?

 The wind was beginning to abate, and Quaisoir dis?patched her servant to the window to remove the
shutters.There was still a red dust hanging in the atmosphere, but, moving to the sill beside the creature,
Jude was presentedwith a vista that, had she possessed breath in this state,would have taken it away.
They were perched high abovethe city, in one of the towers she'd briefly glimpsed as she'dgone around
the Peccable house with Hoi-Polloi, bolting and shuttering. It was not simply Yzordderrex that laybefore
her, but signs of the city's undoing. Fires were rag?ingin a dozen places beyond the palace walls, and
within those walls the Autarch's troops were mustering in thecourtyards. Turning her dream gaze back
towards Quai?soir, Jude saw for the first time the sumptuousness of thechamber in which she'd found the
woman. The walls weretapestries, and there was no stick of furniture that did notcompete in its gilding, If
this was a prison, then it was fit for royalty.

 Quaisoir now came to the window and looked out at thepanorama of fires.

 "I have to find Him," she said. "He sent an angel to
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 bring me to Him, and Seidux drove the angel out. So I'llhave to go to Him myself. Tonight..."

 Jude listened, but distractedly, her mind more occupiedby the opulence of the chamber and what it
revealed abouther twin. It seemed she shared a face with a woman of somesignificance, a possessor of
power, now dispossessed, andplanning to break the bonds set upon her. Romanceseemed to be her
reason. There was a man in the city belowwith whom she desperately wanted to be reunited, a loverwho
sent angels to whisper sweet nothings in her ear. What kind of man? she wondered. A Maestro, perhaps,
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a wielderof magic?

 Having studied the city for a time, Quaisoir left the win?dow and went through to her dressing room.

 "I mustn't go to Him like this," she said, starting to un?dress. "That would be shameful."

 The woman caught sight of herself in one of the mirrorsand sat down in front of it, peering at her
reflection withdistaste. Her tears had made mud of the kohl around her eyes, and her cheeks and neck
were blotchy. She took apiece of linen from the dressing table, sprinkled some fra?grant oil upon it, and
began to roughly clean her face.

 "I'll go to Him naked," she said, smiling in anticipationof that pleasure. "He'll prefer rne that way."

 This mystery lover intrigued Jude more and more. Hear?ing her own voice musky with talk of
nakedness, she wastantalized. Would it not be a fine thing to see the consum?mation? The idea of
watching herself couple with someYzordderrexian Maestro had not been among the wonder?ments she'd
anticipated discovering in this city, but the no? tion carried an erotic frisson she could not deny herself.
She studied the reflection of her reflection. Though therewere a few cosmetic differences, the essentials
were hers, tothe last nick and mole. This was no approximation of herface, but the thing exactly, which
fact strangely excited her.She had to find a way to speak with this woman tonight. Even if their twinning
was simply a freak of nature, theywould surely be able to illuminate each other's lives with anexchange of
histories. All she needed was a clue from her
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 doppelganger as to where in the city she intended to golooking for her Maestro lover.

 With her face cleansed, Quaisoir got up from in front ofthe mirror and went back into the bedroom.
Concupis-centia was sitting by the window. Quaisoir waited until shewas within inches of her servant
before she spoke, and eventhen her words were barely audible.

 "We'll need a knife," she said.

 The creature shook her head. "They tookat em all," she said. "You seem how ey lookat and iookat."

 "Then we must make one," Quaisoir replied. "Seiduxwill try to oppose our leaving."

 "You wishat to kill em?"

 "Yes, I do."

 This talk chilled Jude. Though Seidux had retreated before Quaisoir when she'd threatened to cry rape,
Judedoubted that he'd be so passive if challenged physically. In?deed, what more perfect excuse would
he need to regain his dominance than her coming at him with a knife? Ifshe'd had the means, she would
have been Clara's mouth?piece now and echoed her sentiments on man the desola-tor, in the hope of
keeping Quaisoir from harm. It would bean unbearable irony to lose this woman now, having found her
way (surely not by accident, though at present itseemed so) across half the Imajica into her very
chamber.

 "I cet shapas te knife," Concupiscentia was saying.
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 "Then do it," Quaisoir replied, leaning still closer to herfellow conspirator.

 Jude missed the next exchange, because somebodycalled her name. Startled, she looked around the
room, butbefore she'd half scanned it she recognized the voice. It wasHoi-Polloi, and she was rousing the
sleeper after the storm.

 "Papa's here!" Jude heard her say. "Wake up, Papa'shere!"

 There was no time to bid farewell to the scene. It wasthere in front of her one moment, and replaced the
nextwith the face of Peccable's daughter, leaning to shake herawake.

 "Papa—" she said again.
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 "Yes, all right," Jude said brusquely, hoping the girl would leave without further exchanges coming
between her and the sights sleep had brought. She knew she had scant moments to drag the dream into
wakefuiness with her, or it would subside and the details become hazy thedeeper it sank.

 She was in luck. Hoi-Polloi hurried back down to her fa?ther's side, leaving Jude to recite aloud all she'd
seen andheard. Quaisoir and her servant Concupiscentia; Seidux and the plot against him. And the lover,
of course. She shouldn't forget the lover, who was presumably some?where in the city even now, pining
for his mistress who waslocked up in her gilded prison. With these facts fixed in herhead, she ventured
first to the bathroom, then down tomeet Peccable.

 Well dressed and better fed, Peccable had a face uponwhich his present ire sat badly. He looked slightly
absurd inhis fury, his features too round and his mouth too small forthe rhetoric they were producing.
Introductions were made, but there was no time for pleasantries. Peccable'sfury needed venting, and he
seemed not to care much whohis audience was, as long as they sympathized. He had rea? son for fury.
His warehouse near the harbor had beenburned to the ground, and he himself had only narrowly es?
caped death at the hands of a mob that had already takenover three of the Kesparates and declared
them indepen?dent city-states, thereby issuing a challenge to the Autarch.So far, he said, the palace had
done little. Small contingentsof troops had been dispatched to the Caramess, to the OkeT'Noon, and the
seven Kesparates on the other side of thehill, to suppress any sign of uprisings there. But no offen? sive
had been launched against the insurgents who hadtaken the harbor.

 "They're nothing more than rabble," the merchant said."They've no care for property or person.
Indiscriminatedestruction, that's all they're good for! I'm no great loverof the Autarch, but he's got to be
the voice of decent peo?ple like me in times like this! I should have sold my busi?ness a year ago. I
talked with Oscar about it. We planned to
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 move away from this wretched city. But I hung on and hungon, because I believe in people. That's my
mistake," hesaid, throwing his eyes up to the ceiling like a man mar?tyred by his own decency. "I have
too much faith." Helooked at Hoi-Polloi. "Don't I?"

 "You do, Papa, you do."

 "Well, not any more. You go and pack our belongings, sweet. We're getting out tonight."
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 "What about the house?" Dowd said. "And all the col?lectibles downstairs?"

 Peccable cast a glance at Hoi-Polloi. "Why don't you start packing now?" he said, clearly uncomfortable
withthe idea of debating his black market activities in front ofhis daughter.

 He cast a similar glance at Jude, but she pretended notto comprehend its significance and remained
seated. Hebegan to talk anyway.

 "When we leave this house we leave it forever," he said."There'll be nothing left to come back to, I'm
convinced ofthat." The outraged bourgeois of minutes before, appeal?ing for civil stability, was now
replaced by an apocalyptic."It was bound to happen sooner or later. They couldn'tcontrol the cults in
perpetuity." "They?" said Jude."The Autarch. And Quaisoir."

 The sound of the name was like a blow to her heart."Quaisoir?" she said.

 "His wife. The consort. Our lady of Yzordderrex:Ma'am Quaisoir. She's been his undoing, if you ask
me. He always kept himself hidden away, which was wise; nobodythought about him much as long as
trade was good and thestreets were lit. The taxes, of course: the taxes have been a burden upon us all,
especially family men like myself, butlet me teU you we're better off here than they are in Pata-shoqua or
lahmandhas. No, I don't think he's done badlyby us. The stories you hear about the state of things when
he first took over: Chaos! Half the Kesparates at war with the other half. He brought stability. People
prospered. No,it's not his policies, it's her: she's his undoing. Things were
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 fine until she started to interfere. I suppose she thinks she's doing us a favor, deigning to appear in
public."

 "Have you ... seen her then?" Jude asked.

 "Not personally, no. She stays out of sight, even whenshe attends executions. Though I heard that she
showedherself today, out in the open. Somebody said they'd actu?ally seen her face. Ugly, they said.
Brutish. I'm not sur?prised. All these executions were her idea. She enjoysthem, apparently. Well, people
don't like that. Taxes, yes.An occasional purge, some political trials—well, yes, thosetoo; we can accept
those. But you can't make the law into apublic spectacle. That's a mockery, and we've nevermocked the
law in Yzordderrex."

 He went on in much the same vein, but Jude wasn't lis?tening. She was attempting to conceal the heady
mixture offeelings that was coursing through her. Quaisoir, thewoman with her face, was not some minor
player in the lifeof Yzordderrex but one of its two potentates; by extension,therefore, one of the great
rulers of the Imajica. Could shenow doubt that there was purpose in her coming to thiscity? She had a
face which owned power. A face that went in secret from the world, but that behind its veils had made
the Autarch of Yzordderrex pliant. The question was: What did that mean? After so unremarkable a life
onearth, had she been called into this Dominion to taste a lit?tle of the power that her other took for
granted? Or wasshe here as a diversion, called to suffer in place of Quaisoirfor the crimes she'd
supposedly committed? And if so, whowas the summoner? Clearly it had to be a Maestro withready
access to the Fifth Dominion and agents there toconspire with. Was Godolpnin some part of this plot? Or
Dowd, perhaps? That seemed more likely. And what aboutQuaisoir? Was she in ignorance of the plans
being laid onher behalf or a fellow plotter?
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 Tonight would tell, Jude promised herself. Tonightshe'd find some way to intercept Quaisoir as she went
tomeet her angel-dispatching lover, and before another dayhad gone by Jude would know whether she'd
been broughtfrom the Fifth to be a sister or a scapegoat.

 33

 I

 gentle did as he'd promised pie,and stayed with Huzzahat the cafe where they'd breakfasted until the
comet's arctook it behind the mountain and the light of day gave wayto twilight. Doing so tried not only
his patience but hisnerve, because as the afternoon wore on the unrest fromthe lower Kesparates spread
up through the streets, and itbecame increasingly apparent that the establishmentwould stand in the
middle of a battlefield by evening. Partyby party, the customers vacated their tables as the sound ofrioting
and gunfire crept closer. A slow rain of smuts beganto fall, spiraling from a sky which was intermittently
dark?ened now by smoke rising from the burning Kesparates.

 As the first wounded began to be carried up the street, indicating that the field of action was now very
near, the owners of several nearby shops gathered in the cafe for ashort council, debating, presumably,
the best way to defendtheir property. It ended in accusation, the insults an educa?tion to both Gentle and
Huzzah. Two of the owners re?turned with weapons a few minutes later, at which pointthe manager, who
introduced himself as Bunyan Blew,asked Gentle if he and his daughter didn't have a home togo to.
Gentle replied that they had promised to meet some?body here earlier in the day, and they would be
mostobliged if they could remain until their friend arrived.

 "I remember you," Blew replied. "You came in thismorning, didn't you, with a woman?""That's who
we're waiting for.""She put me in mind of somebody I used to know,"Blew said. "I hope she's safe out
there.""So do we," Gentle replied.

 "You'd better stay then. But you'll have to lend me ahand barricading the place."

 Bunyan explained that he'd known this was going tohappen sooner or later and was prepared for the
eventual?ity. There were timbers to nail over the windows, and asupply of small arms should the mob try
to loot his shelves.
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 In fact, his precautions proved unnecessary. The street be?came a conduit for ferrying the wounded
army from thecombat zone, which was moving up the hill one street eastof the cafe. There were two
nerve-racking hours, however,when the din of shouting and gunfire was coming from allcompass points,
and the bottles on Slew's shelves tinkledevery time the ground shook, which was often. One of the
shopkeepers who'd left in high dudgeon earlier came beat? ing at the door during this siege, and stumbled
over thethreshold with blood streaming from his head and tales ofdestruction from his mouth. The army
had called up heavyartillery in the last hour, he reported, and it had practically leveled the harbor and
rendered the causeway impassable,thereby effectively sealing the city. This was all part of theAutarch's
plan, he said. Why else were whole neighbor?hoods being allowed to burn unchecked? The Autarch was
leaving the city to consume its own citizens, knowing theconflagration would not be able to break the
palace walls.

 "He's going to let the mob destroy the city," the man went on, "and he doesn't care what happens to us in
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the meantime. Selfish bastard! We're all going to burn, andhe's not going to lift a finger to help us!"

 This scenario certainly fitted the facts. When, at Gen?tle's suggestion, they went up onto the roof to get a
betterview of the situation, it seemed to be exactly as described.The ocean was obliterated by a wall of
smoke climbingfrom the embers of the harbor; further flame-shot columns rose from two dozen
neighborhoods, near and far; andthrough the dirty heat coming off the Oke T'Noon's pyrethe causeway
was just visible, its rubble damming the delta.Clogged by smoke, the comet shed a diminished light onthe
city, and even that was fading as the long twilight deep?ened.

 "It's time to leave," Gentle told Huzzah.

 "Where are we going to go?"

 "Back to find Pie 'oh' pah," he replied. "While we stillcan."

                                                                                                            ___
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 It had been apparent from the roof that there was no safe route back to the mystifs Kesparate. The
various factionswarring in the streets were moving unpredictably. A street that was empty one moment
might be thronged the next, and rubble the moment after that. They would have to go on instinct and a
prayer, taking as direct a path back to where they'd left Pie 'oh' pah as circumstance allowed.Dusk in this
Dominion usually lasted the length of an En? glish midwinter day—five or six hours—the tail of thecomet
keeping traces of light in the sky long after its fiery head had dropped beneath the horizon. But the smoke
thickened as Gentle and Huzzah traveled, eclipsing the lan? guid light and plunging the city into a filthy
gloom. There were still the fires to compensate, of course, but betweenthe conflagration, in streets where
the lamps hadn't been lit and the citizens had shuttered their windows and blockedtheir keyholes to keep
any sign of occupation from show? ing, the darkness was almost impenetrable. In such tho?roughfares
Gentle hoisted Huzzah onto his shoulders, fromwhich vantage point she was able to snatch sights to steer
him by.

 It was slow going, however, halting at each intersectionto calculate the least dangerous route to follow,
and takingrefuge at the approach of both governmental and revolu?tionary troops. But for every soldier in
this war there werehalf a dozen bystanders, people daring the tide of battlelike beachcombers, retreating
before each wave, only to re?turn to their watching places when it receded: a sometimeslethal game. A
similar dance was demanded of Gentle and Huzzah. Driven off course again and again, they wereobliged
to trust to instinct as to their direction, and inevita?bly instinct finally deserted them.

 In an uncommon hush between clamors and bombard?ments, Gentle said, "Angel? I don't know where
we are any more."

 A comprehensive fusillade had brought down most of the Kesparate around them, and there were
precious fewplaces of refuge amid the rubble, but Huzzah insisted they find one: a call of nature that could
be delayed no longer.
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 Gentle set her down, and she headed off for the dubiouscover of a semidemolished house some yards
up the street. He stood guard at the door, calling inside to her and tellingher not to venture too far. He'd
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no sooner offered thiswarning than the appearance of a small band of armed mendrove him back into the
shadows of the doorway. But for their weapons, which had presumably been plucked fromdead men,
they looked ill suited to the role of revolutionar?ies. The eldest, a barrel of a man in late middle age, still
wore the hat and tie he'd most likely gone to work in thatmorning, while two of his accomplices were
barely olderthan Huzzah. Of the two remaining members, one was an Oethac woman, the other of the
tribe to which the execu?tioner in Vanaeph had belonged: a Nullianac, its head likehands joined in prayer.

 Gentle glanced back into the darkness, hoping to hushHuzzah before she emerged, but there was no sign
of her.He left the step and headed into the ruins. The floor wassticky underfoot, though he couldn't see
with what. He didsee Huzzah, however, or her silhouette, as she rose fromrelieving herself. She saw him
too and made a little noise ofprotest, which he hushed as loudly as he dared. A freshbombardment close
by brought shock waves and bursts of light, by which he glimpsed their refuge: a domestic inte?rior, with
a table set for the evening meal, and its cook deadbeneath it, her blood the stickiness under his heel.

 Beckoning Huzzah to him and holding her tight, he ven?tured back towards the door as a second
bombardmentbegan. It drove the looters to the step for cover, and theOethac caught sight of Gentle
before he could retreat intoshadow. She let out a shout, and one of the youths firedinto the darkness
where Gentle and Huzzah had stood, thebullets spattering plaster and wood splinters in all direc?tions.
Backing away from the door through which their at?tackers were bound to come, Gentle ushered Huzzah
intothe darkest corner and drew a breath. He barely had time to do so before the trigger-happy youth
was at the door?way, firing indiscriminately. Gentle unleashed a pneumafrom the darkness, and it flew
towards the door. He'd
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 underestimated his strength. The gunman was obliteratedin an instant, but the pneuma took the door
frame andmuch of the wall to either side of it at the same time.

 Before the dust could clear and the survivors come afterthem, he went to find Huzzah, but the wall
against whichshe'd been crouching was cracked and curling like a stonewave. He yelled her name as it
broke. Her shriek answeredhim, off to his left. The Nullianac had snatched her up, andfor a terrifying
instant Gentle thought it intended to annihi?late her, but instead it drew her to it like a doll and
disap?peared into the dust clouds.

 He started in pursuit without a backward glance, anerror that brought him to his knees before he'd
covered two yards of ground, as the Oethac woman delivered astabbing blow to the small of his back.
The wound wasn'tdeep, but the shock drove his breath from him as he fell,and her second blow would
have taken out the back of hisskull had he not rolled out of its way. The small pick shewas wielding, wet
with his blood, buried itself in theground, and before she could pull it free he hauled himselfto his feet and
started after Huzzah and her abductor. Thesecond youth was moving after the Nullianac, squealingwith
drugged or drunken glee, and Gentle followed thesound when he lost the sight, the chase taking him out
ofthe wasteland and into a Kesparate that had been left rela?tively untouched by the conflict.

 There was good reason. The trade here was in sexual fa?vors, and business was booming. Though the
streets werenarrower than in any other district Gentle had passedthrough, there was plenty of light spilling
from the door?ways and windows, the lamps and candles arranged to best illuminate the wares lolling on
step and sill. Even a passingglance confirmed that there were anatomies and gratifica?tions on offer here

that beggared the most dissolute back?waters of Bangkok or Tangiers. Nor was there any paucityof
customers. The imminence of death seemed to havewhipped up the consensual libido. Even if the flesh

pushersand pill pimps who offered their highs as Gentle passednever made it to morning, they'd die rich.
Needless to say,
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 the sight of a Nullianac carrying a protesting child barelywarranted a look in a street sacred to depravity,
and Gen?tle's calls for the abductor to be stopped went ignored.

 The crowd thickened the farther down the street he ven?tured, and he finally lost both sight and sound of
those hewas pursuing. There were alleyways off the main thorough?fare (its name—Lickerish
Street—daubed on one of thebordello walls), and the darkness of any of them might beconcealing the
Nullianac. He started to yell Huzzah'sname, but in the come-ons and hagglings two shouted sylla?bles
were drowned out. He was about to run on when heglimpsed a man backing out of one of the alleyways
withdistress on his face. He pushed his way through to the manand took hold of his arm, but he shrugged
it off and fled before Gentle could ask what he'd seen. Rather than callHuzzah's name again, Gentle saved
his breath and headeddown the alley.

 There was a fire of mattresses burning twenty yardsdown it, tended by a masked woman. Insects had
nested inthe ticking and were being driven out by the flames, someattempting to fly on burning wings, only
to be swatted bythe fire maker. Ducking her wild swings, Gentle asked afterthe Nullianac, and the
woman directed him on down the alley with a nod. The ground was seething with refugeesfrom the
mattresses, and he broke a hundred shells withevery step until he was well clear of the fumigator's fire.
Lickerish Street was now too far behind him to shed anylight on the scene, but the bombardment which
the crowdbehind him had been so indifferent to still continued allaround, and explosions farther up the
city's slopes briefly but garishly lit the alleyway. It was narrow and filthy, thebuildings blinded by brick or
boarded up, the road betweenscarcely more than a gutter, choked with trash and decay?ing vegetable
matter. Its stench was sickening, but hebreathed it deeply, hoping the pneuma born of and on thatfoetid
air would be all the more potent for its foulness. Thetheft of Huzzah had already earned her abductors
theirdeaths, but if they had done the least hurt to her he swore
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 to himself he'd return that hurt a hundredfold before heexecuted them.

 The alleyway twisted and turned, narrowing to a man'swidth in some places, but the sense that he was
closing onthem was confirmed when he heard the youth whooping alittle way ahead. He slowed his pace
a little, advancingthrough shin-deep refuse, until he came in sight of a light.The alleyway ended a few
yards from where he stood, andthere, squatting with its back to the wall, was the Nullianac.The light
source was neither lamp nor fire but the crea?ture's head, between the sides of which arcs of energy
passed back and forth.

 By their flickers, Gentle saw his angel, lying on theground in front of her captor. She was quite still, her
bodylimp, her eyes closed, for which fact Gentle was grateful,given the Nullianac's present labors. It had
stripped thelower half of her body, and its long, pale hands were busy upon her. The whooper was
standing a little way off from the scene. He was unzipped, his gun in one hand, his half-hard member in
the other. Every now and then he aimedthe gun at the child's head, and another whoop came from

 his lips.

 Nothing would have given Gentle more satisfaction atthat moment than unleashing a pneuma against them
bothfrom where he stood, but he still wielded the power ineptlyand feared that he'd do Huzzah some

accidental harm, sohe crept a little closer, another explosion on the hill throw?ing its brutal light down on
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the scene. By it he caught aglimpse of the Nullianac's work, and then, more stomach-turning still, heard
Huzzah gasp. The light withered as shedid so, leaving the Nullianac's head to shed its flickeringgleam on

her pain. The whooper was silent now, his eyesfixed on the violation. Looking up, the Nullianac uttered a
few syllables shaped out of the chamber between its skulls,and reluctantly the youth obeyed its order,

retreating fromthe scene a little way. Some crisis was near. The arcs in the Nullianac's head were flaring
with fresh urgency, its fingersworking as if to expose Huzzah to their discharge. Gentle drew breath,

realizing he would have to risk hurting Huz-
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 zah if he was to prevent the certainty of worse harm. Thewhooper heard his intake and turned to peer
into the dark?ness. As he did so another lethal brightness droppedaround them from on high. By it,
Gentle stood revealed.

 The youth fired on the instant, but either his ineptitudeor his arousal spoiled his aim. The shots went
wide. Gentle didn't give him a second chance. Reserving his pneuma forthe Nullianac, he threw himself at
the youth, striking theweapon from his hand and kicking the legs from under him.The whooper went
down within inches of his gun, butbefore he could reclaim it Gentle drove his foot down on the
outstretched fingers, bringing a very different kind ofwhoop from the kid's throat.

 Now he turned back on the Nullianac, in time to see itraising its fireful head, the arcs cracking like
slapsticks.Gentle's fist went to his mouth, and he was discharging thepneuma when the whooper seized
hold of his leg. Thedeath warrant went from Gentle's hand, but it struck the Nullianac's flank rather than
its head, wounding but notdispatching it. The kid hauled on Gentle's leg again, andthis time he toppled,
falling into the muck where he'd putthe whooper seconds before, his punctured back strikingthe ground
hard. The pain blinded him, and when sight re?turned the youth was up, and rummaging among the
arse?nal at his belt. Gentle glanced towards the Nullianac. It had dropped against the wall, its head
thrown back and spitting darts of fire. Their light was little, but enough for Gentle to catch the gleam of
the dropped gun at his side. He reachedfor it as the delinquent's hand fumbled with anotherweapon, and
he had it leveled before the youth could gethis cracked finger on the trigger. He pointed not at theyouth's
head or heart, but at his groin. A littler target, butone which made the kid drop his gun instantly.

 "Don't do that, sirrah!" he said.

 "The belt," Gentle said, getting to his feet as the youthunbuckled and unburdened himself of his filched
arsenal.

 By another blaze from above he saw the boy now full oftics and jitters, pitiful and powerless. There
would be no
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 honor in shooting him down, whatever crimes he'd been re?sponsible for.

 "Go home," he said. "If I see your face ever again—" "You won't, sirrah!" the boy said. "I swear! I
swear you

 won't!"

 He didn't give Gentle time to change his mind, but fledas the light that had revealed his frailty faded.
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Gentleturned the gun and his gaze upon the Nullianac. It hadraised itself from the ground and slid up the
wall into astanding position, its fingers, their tips red with its deed,pressed to the place where the pneuma
had struck it. Gen?tle hoped it was suffering, but he had no way of knowinguntil it spoke. When it did,
when the words came from itswretched head, they were faltering and barely comprehen?sible.

 "Which is it to be," it said, "you or her? I will kill one of

 you before I pass. Which is it to be?"

 "I'll kill you first," Gentle said, the gun pointed at the

 Nullianac's head.

 "You could," it said. "I know. You murdered a brother

 of mine outside Patashoqua."

 "Your brother, huh?"

 "We're rare, and know each other's lives," it said.

 "So don't get any rarer," Gentle advised, taking a steptowards Huzzah as he spoke, but keeping his eyes
fixed on

 her violator.

 "She's alive," it said. "I wouldn't kill a thing so young.

 Not quickly. Young deserves slow."

 Gentle risked a glance away from the creature. Huzzah's eyes were indeed wide open and fixed upon
him in her ter?ror.

 "It's all right, angel," he said, "nothing's going to hap?pen to you. Can you move?"

 He glanced back at the Nullianac as he spoke, wishinghe had some way of interpreting the motions of its
littlefires. Was it more grievously wounded than he'd thought,and preserving its energies for healing? Or
was it biding its time, waiting for its moment to strike?

 Huzzah was pulling herself up into a sitting position, the
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 motion bringing little whimpers of pain from her. Gentlelonged to cradle and soothe her, but all he'd
dared do wasdrop to his haunches, his eyes fixed on her violator, andreach for the clothes she'd had torn
from her,

 "Can you walk, angel?"

 "I don't know," she sobbed.
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 "Please try. I'll help you."

 He put his hand out to do so but she avoided him, sayingno through her tears and pulling herself to her
feet.

 "That's good, sweetheart," he said. There was a reawak?ening in the Nullianac's head, the arcs dancing
again. "Iwant you to start walking, angel," Gentle said. "Don'tworry about me, I'm coming with you."

 She did as he instructed, slowly, the sobs still coming.The Nullianac started to speak again as she went.

 "Ah, to see her like that. It makes me ache." The arcshad begun their din again, like distant firecrackers.
"Whatwould you do to save her little soul?" it said.

 "Just about anything," Gentle replied.

 "You deceive yourself," it said. "When you killed mybrother, we inquired after you, my kin and I. We
know how foul a savior you are. What's my crime beside yours? A small thing, done because my
appetite demands it. But you— you—you've laid waste the hopes of generations. You've destroyed the
fruit of great men's trees. And stillyou claim you would give yourself to save her little soul?"

 This eloquence startled Gentle, but its essence startledhim more. Where had the creature plucked these
conceitsfrom, that it could so easily spill them now? They were in?ventions, of course, but they
confounded him nevertheless,and his thoughts strayed from his present jeopardy for avital moment. The
creature saw him drop his guard andacted on the instant. Though it was no more than two yardsfrom him,
he heard the sliver of silence between the lightand its report, a void confirming how foul a savior he was.
Death was on its way towards the child before his warningcry was even in his throat.

 He turned to see his angel standing in the alleyway somedistance from him. She had either turned in
anticipation, or
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 had been listening to the Nullianac's speech, because shestood full face to the blow coming at her. Still,
time ranslow, and Gentle had several aching moments in which tosee how her eyes were fixed upon him,
her tears all dried,her gaze unblinking. Time too for that warning shout, inacknowledgment of which she
closed her eyes, her facebecoming a blank upon which he could inscribe any accusa?tion his guilt wished
to contrive.

 Then the Nullianac's blow was upon her. The forcestruck her body at speed, but it didn't break her
flesh, andfor an instant he dared hope she had found some defenseagainst it. But its hurt was more
insidious than a bullet or a blow, its light spreading from the point of impact up to herface, where it
entered by every means it could, and down towhere its dispatcher's fingers had already pried.

 He let out another shout, this time of revulsion, andturned back on the Nullianac, raising the gun its
words hadmade him so forgetful of and firing at its heart. It fell backagainst the wall, its arms slack at its
side, the space between its skulls still issuing its lethal light. Then he looked back atHuzzah, to see that it
had eaten her away from the inside,and that she was flowing back along the line of her de?stroyer's gaze,
into the chamber from which the stroke hadbeen delivered. Even as he watched, her face collapsed,and
her limbs, never substantial, decayed and went thesame way. Before she was entirely consumed,
however, theharm Gentle's bullet had done the Nullianac took its toll.The stream of power fractured and
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failed. When it did,darkness descended, and for a time Gentle couldn't evensee the creature's body. Then
the bombardment on the hillbegan afresh, its blaze brief but bright enough to show him the Nullianac's
corpse, lying in the dirt where it had squat?ted.

 He watched it, expecting some final act of retaliation,but none came. The light died, and left Gentle to
retreatalong the alleyway, weighed down not only by his failure tosave Huzzah's life, but by his lack of
comprehension ofwhat had just happened. In plain terms, a child in his carehad been slaughtered by her
molester, and he'd failed to
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 prevent that slaughter. But he'd been wandering in the Do?minions too long to be content with simple
assessments.There was more here than stymied lust and sudden death,Words had been uttered more
appropriate to pulpit than  gutter. Hadn't he himself called Huzzah his angel? Hadn'the seen her grow
seraphic at the end, knowing she wasabout to die and accepting that fate? And hadn't he in his turn been
dubbed a deficient savior—and proved that ac-cusation true by failing to deliver her? These were high-  
flown words, but he badly needed to believe them apt, notso that he could indulge messianic fantasies,
but so that thegrief welling in him might be softened by the hope thatthere was a higher purpose here,
which in the fullness oftime he'd come to know and understand.

 A burst of fire threw light down the alleyway, and Gen?tle's shadow fell across something twitching in the
filth. Ittook him a moment to comprehend what he was seeing, butwhen he did he loosed a shout. Huzzah
had not quite gone.Small scraps of her skin and sinew, dropped when the Nul?lianac's claim upon her
was cut short, moved here in therot. None were recognizable; indeed, had they not beenmoving in the
folds of her bloodied clothes he'd not evenhave known them as her flesh. He reached down to touch
them, tears stinging his eyes, but before his fingers couldmake contact, what little life the scraps had
owned wentout.

 He rose raging; rose in horror at the filth beneath hisfeet, and the dead, empty houses that channeled it,
and indisgust at himself, for surviving when his angel had not.   Turning his gaze on the nearest wall, he
drew breath and put not one hand but two against his lips, intending to do   what little he could to bury
these remains.   

 But rage and revulsion were fueling his pneuma, andwhen it went from him it brought down not one wall
but several, passing through the teetering houses like a bulletthrough a pack of cards. Shards of
pulverized stone flew asthe houses toppled, the collapse of one initiating the fall ofthe next, the dust cloud
growing in scale as each houseadded to its sum.
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 He started up the alleyway in pursuit of the pneuma,fearing that his disgust had given it more purpose
than he'dintended. It was heading towards Lickerish Street, wherethe crowds were still milling, oblivious
to its approach.They were not wandering that street innocent of its corrup?tion, of course, but neither did
their presence there deservedeath. He wished he could draw the breath as he exhaled it,call the pneuma
back into himself. But it had its head, andall he could do was run after it as it brought down houseafter
house, hoping it would spend its power before itreached the crowd.

 He could see the lights of Lickerish Street through thehail of demolition. He picked up his pace, to try
and outrunthe pneuma, and was a little ahead of it when he set eyes onthe throng itself, thicker than ever.
Some had interruptedtheir window-shopping to watch the spectacle of destruc?tion. He saw their
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gawking faces, their little smiles, theirshaking heads: saw they didn't comprehend for an instantwhat was
coming their way. Knowing any attempt to warnthem verbally would be lost in the furor, he raced to the
end of the alleyway and flung himself into their midst, in?tending to scatter them, but his antics only drew
a largeraudience, who were in turn intrigued by the alleyway's ca?pitulation. One or two had grasped
their jeopardy now,their expressions of curiosity become looks of fear; finally,too late, their unease
spread to the rest, and a general re?treat began.

 The pneuma was too quick, however. It broke throughthe last of the walls in a devastating shower of
rock shardsand splinters, striking the crowd at its densest place. HadHapexamendios, in a fit of cleansing
ire, delivered a judg?ment on Lickerish Street He could scarcely have scoured itbetter. What had
seconds before been a crowd of puzzledsightseers was blood and bone in a heartbeat.

 Though he stood in the midst of this devastation, Gentleremained unharmed. He was able to watch his
terribleweapon at work, its power apparently undecayed despitethe fact that it had demolished a string of
houses. Nor, hav?ing cut a swath through the crowd, was it following the tra-
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 jectory set at his lips. It had found flesh and clearly in?tended to busy itself in the midst of living stuff until
therewas none left to undo.

 He was appalled at the prospect. This hadn't been hisintention, or anything like it. There seemed to be
only oneoption available to him, and that he instantly took: he stoodin the pneuma's path. He'd used the
power in his lungsmany times now—first against the Nullianac's brother in Vanaeph, then twice in the
mountains, and finally on theisland, when they were making their escape from Vigor N'ashap's
asylum—but in all that time he'd only had thevaguest impression of its appearance. Was it like a fire-
breather's belch, or like a bullet made of will and air, nearlyinvisible until it did its deed?

 Perhaps it had been the latter once, but now, as he sethimself in its path, he saw that it had gathered dust
andblood along its route, and from those- essential elements it had made itself a likeness of its maker. It
was his face thatwas coming at him, albeit roughly sculpted: his brow, hiseyes, his open mouth, expelling
the very breath it hadbegun with. It didn't slow as it approached its maker, butstruck Gentle's chest the
way it had struck so many beforehim. He felt the blow but was not felled by it. Instead thepower,
knowing its source, discharged itself through his system, running to his fingertips and coursing across his
scalp. Its shock was come and gone in a moment, and hewas left standing in the middle of the
devastation with hisarms spread wide and the dust falling around him.

 Silence followed. Distantly, he could hear the woundedsobbing, and half-demolished walls going to
rubble, but hewas encircled by a hush that was almost reverential. Some?body dropped to his knees
nearby, to tend, he thought, toone of the wounded. Then he heard the hallelujahs the manwas uttering and
saw his hands reaching up towards him.Another of the crowd followed suit, and then another, asthough
this scene of their deliverance was a sign they'dbeen waiting for and a long-suppressed flood of devotion
was breaking from each of their hearts.

 Sickened, Gentle turned his gaze away from their grate-
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 ful faces, up the dusty length of Lickerish Street. He hadonly one ambition now: to find Pie and take
comfort fromthis insanity in the mystif s arms. He broke from his ring ofdevotees and started up the
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street, ignoring their clinginghands and cries of adoration. He wanted to berate them fortheir naivete, but
what good would that do? Any pro?nouncement he made now, however self-deprecatory,would
probably be taken as the jotting for some gospel. In?stead he kept his silence and picked his way over
the stonesand corpses, his head down, The hosannas followed him,but he didn't once acknowledge them,
knowing even as hewent that his reluctance might seem like divine humility,but unable to escape the trap
circumstance had set.

 The wasteland at the head of the street was as daunting as ever, but he started across it not caring what
fires mightcome. Its terrors were nothing beside the memory of Huz-zah's scrap, twitching in the muck, or
the hallelujahs hecould still hear behind him, raised in ignorance of the factthat he—the savior of Lickerish
Street—was also its de?stroyer, but no less tempting for that.

 34

 I

 Every trace of the joy that the vast halls of the chianculihad once seen—no clowns or ponies, but
circuses such asany showman in the Fifth would have wept to own—had gone. The echoing halls had
become places of mourningand of judgment. Today, the accused was the mystif Pie'oh' pah; its accuser
one of the few lawyers in Yzordderrexthe Autarch's purges had left alive, an asthmatic andpinched
individual called Thes 'reh' ot. He had an audienceof two for his prosecution—Pie 'oh' pah, and the
judge-but he delivered his litany of crimes as if the hall were fullto the rafters. The mystif was guilty
enough to warrant adozen executions, he said. It was at very least a traitor and
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 coward, but probably also an informant and a spy. Worse,perhaps, it had abandoned this Dominion for
another with?out the consent of its family or its teachers, denying its peo?ple the benefit of its rarity. Had
it forgotten in its arrogancethat its condition was sacred, and that to prostitute itself in another world (the
Fifth, of all places, a mire of unmiracu-lous souls!) was not only a sin upon itself but upon its spe?cies? It
had gone from this place clean and dared to returndebauched and corrupted, bringing a creature of the
Fifthwith it and then freely confessing that said creature was itshusband.

 Pie had expected to be met with some recriminationsupon return—the memories of Eurhetemec were
long, andthey clung strongly to tradition as the only contact they hadwith the First Dominion—but the
vehemence of this cata?logue was still astonishing. The judge, Culus 'su' erai, was awoman of great age
but diminished physique, who sat bun?dled in robes as colorless as her skin, listening to the litanyof
accusations without once looking at either accuser or ac?cused. When Thes 'reh' ot had finished, she
offered themystif the chance to defend itself, and it did what it could.

 "I admit I've made many errors," Pie said. "Not leastleaving my family—and my people were my
family—with?out telling them where I was going or why. But the simplefact is: I didn't know. I fully
intended to return, after maybe a year or so. I thought it'd be fine to have traveler's tales totell. Now,
when I finally return, I find there's nobody to tell them to."

 "What possessed you to go into the Fifth?" Culus asked.

 "Another error," Pie said. "I went to Patashoqua and Imet a theurgist there who said he could take me
over to theFifth. Just for a jaunt. We'd be back in a day, he said. Aday! I thought this was a fine idea, I'd
come home havingwalked in the Fifth Dominion. So I paid him—"
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 "In what currency?" said Thes 'reh' ot.

 "Cash. And some little favors. I didn't prostitute myself,if that's what you're suggesting. If I had, maybe
he'd havekept his promises. Instead, his ritual delivered me into theIn Ovo."
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 "And how long were you there?" Culus 'su' erai in?quired.

 "I don't know," the mystif replied. "The suffering there seemed endless and unendurable, but it was
perhaps only

 days."

 Thes 'reh' ot snorted at this. "Its sufferings were of its own making, ma'am. Are they strictly relevant?"

 "Probably not," Culus 'su' erai, conceded. "But youwere claimed out of the In Ovo by a Maestro of the
Fifth,

 am I right?"

 "Yes, ma'am. His name was Sartori. He was the Fifth'srepresentative in the Synod preparing for the
Reconcilia?tion."

 "And you served him?"

 "I did."

 "In what capacity?"

 "In any way he chose to request. I was his familiar."

 Thes 'reh' ot made a sound of disgust. His response wasnot feigned, Pie thought. He was genuinely
appalled at thethought of one of his people—especially a creature soblessed as a mystif—serving the will
of a Homo sapiens.

 "Was Sartori, in your estimation, a good man?" Culus

 asked Pie.

 "He was the usual paradox. Compassion when it wasleast expected. Cruelty the same. He had an
extraordinaryego, but then I don't believe he could have carried the re?sponsibility of the Reconciliation
without one."

 "Was he cruel to you?" Culus inquired.

 "Ma'am?"

 "Do you not understand the question?"
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 "Yes. But not its relevance."

 Culus growled with displeasure. "This court may bemuch reduced in pomp and ceremohy," she said,
"and itsofficers a little withered, but the authority of both remainsundiminished. Do you understand me,
mystif? When I aska question I expect it answered, promptly and truthfully."

 Pie murmured apologies.

 "So," said Culus. "I will repeat the question. Was Sar?tori cruel to you?"
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 "Sometimes," Pie replied.

 "And yet when the Reconciliation failed you didn't for?sake his company and return to this Dominion?"

 "He'd summoned me out of the In Ovo. He'd bound me to him. I had no jurisdiction."

 "Unlikely," Thes 'reh' ot remarked. "Are you asking usto believe—"

 "Did I hear you ask permission to question the accusedagain?" Culus snapped.

 "No, ma'am."

 "Do you request such permission?"

 "Yes, ma'am."

 "Denied," Culus replied and turned her eye back upon Pie. "I think you learned a great deal in the Fifth
Domin?ion, mystif," she said. "And you're the worse for it. You'rearrogant. You're sly. And you're
probably just as cruet as your Maestro. But I don't believe you're a spy. You'resomething worse than
that. You're a fool. You turned yourback on people who loved you and let yourself be enslaved by a
man responsible for the deaths of a great many finesouls across the Imajica. I can tell you've got
something tosay, Thes 'reh1ot. Spit it out, before I give judgment."

 "Only that the mystif isn't here simply charged with spy?ing, ma'am. In denying its people the benefits of
its birth?right, it committed a grievous crime against us."

 "I don't doubt that," Culus said. "And it frankly sickensme to look on something so tainted that once had
perfecti?bility within its grasp. But, may I remind you, Thes 'reh' ot,how few we are? The tribe is
diminished to almost nothing.And this mystif, whose breed was always rare, is the last ofits line."

 "The last?" said Pie.

 "Yes, the last!" Culus replied, her voice trembling as itrose. "While you were at play in the Fifth
Dominion ourpeople have been systematically decimated. There are nowfewer than fifty souls here in the
city. The rest are eitherdead or scattered. Your own line is destroyed, Pie 'oh' pah. Every last one of
your clan is murdered or dead of grief."
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 The mystif covered its face with its hands, but Culusdidn't spare it the rest of her report.

 "Two other mystifs survived the purges," she went on,"until just a year ago. One was murdered here in
the chian-cula, while it was healing a child. The other went into thedesert—the Dearth are there, at the
edge of the First, andthe Autarch's troops don't like to go so near to the Era?sure—but they caught up
with it before it reached the tents.They brought its body back and hung it on the gates."

 She stepped down from her chair and approached Pie,who was sobbing now.

 "So you see, it may be that you did the right thing for thewrong reasons. If you'd stayed you'd be dead
by now.""Ma'am, I protest," Thes 'reh' ot said."What would you prefer 1 did?" Culus said. "Add this
foolish creature's blood to the sea already spilt? No. Betterwe try and turn its taint to our advantage."Pie
looked up, puzzled.

 "Perhaps we've been too pure. Too predictable. Ourstratagems foreseen, our plots easily uncovered.
But you'refrom another world, mystif, and maybe that makes you po?tent.'1She paused for breath. Then
she said, "This is myjudgment. Take whomsoever you can find among our num?ber and use your tainted
ways to murder our enemy. Ifnone will go with you, go alone. But don't return here, mys?tif, while the
Autarch is still breathing."

 Thes 'reh' ot let out a laugh that rang around the cham?ber. "Perfect!" he said. "Perfect!"

 "I'm glad my judgment amuses you," Culus replied."Remove yourself, Thes 'reh' ot." He made to protest
but she brought forth such a shout he flinched as if struck. "Isaid, remove yourself!"

 The laughter fell from his face. He made a small formalbow, murmuring some chilly words of parting as
he did so,and left the chamber. She watched him go.

 "We have all become cruel," she said. "You in yourway. Us in ours." She looked back at Pie 'oh* pah.
"Do youknow why he laughed, mystif?"
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 "Because he thinks your judgment is execution by an?other name?"

 "Yes, that's precisely what he thinks. And, who knows,perhaps that's what it is. But this may be the last
night ofthe Dominion, and last things have power tonight theynever had before."

 "And I'm a last thing."

 "Yes, you are."

 The mystif nodded. "I understand," it said. "And itseems just."

 "Good," she said. Though the trial was over, neithermoved. "You have a question?" Culus asked.

 "Yes, I do."

 "Better ask it now."
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 "Do you know if a shaman called Arae 'ke' gei is stillalive?"

 Culus made a little smile. "I wondered when you'd getto him," she said. "He was one of the survivors of
the Rec?onciliation, wasn't he?"

 "Yes."

 "I didn't know him that well, but I heard him speak ofyou. He held on to life long after most people
would havegiven up, because he said you'd come back eventually. Hedidn't realize you were bound to
your Maestro, ofcourse."

 She said all this disingenuously, but there was a pene?trating look in her rheumy eyes throughout.

 "Why didn't you come back, mystif?" she said. "Anddon't spin me some story about jurisdiction. You
couldhave slipped your bondage if you'd put your mind to it, es?pecially in the confusion after the failure
of the Reconcilia?tion. But you didn't- You chose to stay with your wretchedSartori, even though
members of your own tribe had beenvictims of his ineptitude."

 "He was a broken man. And I was more than his famil?iar, I was his friend. How could 1 leave him?"

 "That's not all," Culus said. She'd been a judge too long to let such simplifications pass unchallenged.
"What else,

 490                               CLIVE BARKER

 mystif? This is the night of last things, remember. Tell itnow or run the risk of not telling it at all."

 "Very well," said Pie. "I always nurtured the hope thatthere would be another attempt at Reconciliation.
And Iwasn't the only one who nurtured such a hope."

 "Arae 'ke' gei indulged it too, huh?"

 "Yes, he did."

 "So that's why he kept your name alive. And himselftoo, waiting for you to come back." She shook her
head."Why do you wallow in these fantasies? There'll be noReconciliation. If anything, it'll be the other
way about.The Imajica'll come apart at the seams, and every Domin?ion will be sealed up in its own little
misery."

 "That's a grim vision."

 "It's an honest one. And a rational one."

 "There are still people in every Dominion willing to tryagain. They've waited two hundred years, and
they're notgoing to let go of their hope now."

 "Arae 'ke' gei let go," Culus said. "He died two years

 ago."
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 "I was ... prepared for that eventuality," Pie said. "He

 was old when I knew him last."

 "If it's any comfort, your name was on his lips at thevery end. He never gave up believing."

 "There are others who can perform the ceremonies in

 his place."

 "I was right," Culus said. "You are a fool, mystif." Shestarted towards the door. "Do you do this in
memory ofyour Maestro?"

 Pie went with her, opening the door and stepping outinto a twilight sharp with smoke. "Why would I do
that?"Pie said.

 "Because you loved him," Culus said, her gaze accusa?tory. "And that's the real reason why you never
came back here. You loved him more than your own people."

 "Perhaps that's true," Pie said. "But why would 1 doanything in memory of the living?"

 "The living?"

 The mystif smiled, bowing to its judge as it retreated
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 from the light at the door, fading into the gloom like aphantom. "I told you Sartori was a broken man, not
a deadone," it said as it went. "The dream is still alive, Culus 'su'erai. And so is my Maestro."

 2

 Quaisoir was waiting behind the veils when Seidux came in.The windows were open, and within the
warm dusk came adin aphrodisiacal to a soldier like Seidux. He peered at theveils, trying to make out the
figure behind them. Was shenaked? It seemed so.

 "I have an apology to make," she said to him.

 "There's no need."

 "There's every need. You were doing your duty, watch?ing me." She paused. When she spoke again,
her voice wassinuous. "I like to be watched, Seidux...."

 He murmured: "You do?"

 "Certainly. As long as my audience is appreciative."

 "I'm appreciative," he said, surreptitiously dropping his cigarette and grinding it out beneath the heel of
his boot.
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 "Then why don't you close the door?" she said to him."In case we get noisy. Maybe you should tell the
guards to go and get drunk?"

 He did so. When he returned to the veils he saw that shewas kneeling up on the bed, her hand between
her legs.And, yes, she was naked. When she moved the veils movedwith her, some of them sticking
momentarily to the oiledgloss of her skin. He could see how her breasts rode up asshe raised her arms,
inviting his kisses there. He put hishand out to part the veils, but they were too abundant, andhe could
find no break in them, so he simply pressed ontowards her, half blinded by their luxury.

 Her hand went down once more between her legs, andhe couldn't conceal a moan of anticipation at the
thoughtof replacing it with his own. There was swelling in her fin?gers, he thought: some device she'd
been pleasuring herselfwith, most likely, anticipating his arrival, easing herselfopen to accommodate his
every inch. Thoughtful, pliant
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 thing that she was, she was even handing it to him now, asthough in confession of her little sin; thinking
perhaps thathe'd want to feel its warmth and wetness. She pushed it through the veils towards him, as he
in turn pressed to?wards her, murmuring as he went a few promises that la?dies liked to hear.

 Between those promises he caught the sound of tearingfabric, and assuming that she was clawing her
way throughthe veils in her hunger to reach him, began to do the samehimself, until he felt a sharp pain in
his belly. He lookeddown through the layers that clung about his face and saw astain spreading through
the weave. He let out a cry andstarted to disentangle himself, catching sight of her pleasur?ing device
buried deep in him as he wrestled to be out ofher way. She withdrew the blade, only to plunge it into him
a second time, and a third, leaving it in his heart as he fellbackwards, his fingers dragging the veils down
with him.

 Standing at one of the upper windows of Peccable's house,watching the fires that raged in every
direction, Jude shud?dered, and looking down at her hands saw them glistening,wet with blood. The
vision lasted only the briefest time, butshe had no doubt of what she'd seen, nor what it signified. Quaisoir
had committed the crime she'd been plotting.

 "It's quite a sight, isn't it?" she heard Dowd say, andturned to look at him, momentarily disoriented. Had
heseen the blood too? No, no. He was talking about the fires.

 "Yes, it is," she said.

 He came to join her at the glass, which rattled with each fusillade. "The Peccables are almost ready to
leave. I sug?gest we do the same. I'm feeling much renewed." He had indeed healed with astonishing
speed. The wounds on hisface were barely visible now.

 "Where will we go?" she said.

 "Around the other side of the city," he said. "To whereI first trod the boards. According to Peccable the
theater isstill standing. The Ipse, it's called. Built by PlutheroQuexos himself. I'd like to see it again."

 "You want to be a tourist on a night like this?"
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 "The theater may not be standing tomorrow. In fact, thewhole of Yzordderrex could be in ruins by
daybreak. Ithought you were the one who was so hungry to see it."

 "If it's a sentimental visit," she said, "maybe you shouldgo alone."

 "Why, have you got some other agenda?" he asked her."You have, haven't you?"

 "How could I have?" she protested lightly. "I've neverset foot here before."

 He studied her, his face all suspicion. "But you alwayswanted to come here, didn't you? Right from the
start.Godolphin used to wonder where you got the obsessionfrom. Now I'm wondering the same." He
followed her gazethrough the window. "What's out there, Judith?"

 "You can see for yourself," she replied. "We'll probablyget killed before we reach the top of the street."

 "No," he said. "Not us. We're blessed."

 "Are we?"

 "We're the same, remember? Perfect partners."

 "I remember," she replied.

 "Ten minutes, then we'll go."

 "I'll be ready."

 She heard the door close behind her, then looked downat her hands again. All trace of the vision had
faded. Sheglanced back towards the door, to be certain that Dowd had gone, then put her hands to the
glass and closed hereyes. She had ten minutes to find the woman who sharedher face, ten minutes before
she and Dowd were out in thetumult of the streets and all hope of contact would bedashed.

 "Quaisoir," she murmured.

 She felt the glass vibrate against her palms and heard thedin of the dying across the roofs. She said her
double's name a second time, turning her thoughts to the towersthat would have been visible from this
very window if theair between hadn't been so thick with smoke. The image ofthat smoke filled her head,
though she hadn't consciouslyconjured it, and she felt her thoughts rise in its clouds,wafted on the heat of
destruction.
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 It was difficult for Quaisoir to find something discreet towear among garments she had acquired for their
im?modesty, but by tearing all the decoration from one of hersimpler robes she had achieved something
like seemliness. Now she left her chambers and prepared for her final jour?ney through the palace. She
had already plotted her routeonce she was out of the gates: back down to the harbor,where she'd first
seen the Man of Sorrows, standing on theroof. If He wasn't there, she would find somebody whoknew
His whereabouts. He hadn't come into Yzordderrexsimply to disappear again. He would leave trails for
Hisacolytes to follow, and trials, no doubt, for them to endure,proving in their endurance how much they
desired to come into His presence. But first, she had to get out of the palace,and to do so she took
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corridors and stairways that had notbeen used in decades, familiar only to her, the Autarch,and the
masons who'd laid these cold stones, cold them?selves now. Only Maestros and their mistresses
preservedtheir youth, and doing so was no longer the bliss it hadbeen. She would have liked the years to
show on her facewhen she knelt before the Nazarene, so that He wouldknow that she'd suffered, and
that she deserved His for?giveness. But she would have to trust that He would seethrough the veil of her
perfection to the pain beneath.

 Her feet were bare, and the chill rose through her soles,so that by the time she reached the humid air
outside, her teeth were chattering. She halted for a moment, to orientherself in the maze of courtyards
that surrounded the pal?ace, and as she turned her thoughts from the practical tothe abstract she met
another thought, waiting at the back of her skull for just such a turn. She didn't doubt its source fora
moment. The angel that Seidux had driven from herchamber that afternoon had waited at the threshold all
thistime, knowing she would come at last, seeking guidance. Tears started to her eyes when she realized
she'd not been forsaken. The Son of David knew her agony and sent thismessenger to whisper in her
head.

 Ipse,it said. Ipse.
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 She knew what the word meant. She'd patronized theIpse many times, masked, as were all the women
of the haut mondewhen visiting places of moral dubiety. She'dseen all the works of Quexos performed
there; and transla?tions of Plotter; even, on occasion, Koppocovi's farces,crude as they were. That the
Man of Sorrows should havechosen such a place was certainly strange, but who was sheto question His
purposes?

 "I hear," she said aloud.

 Even before the voice in her had faded, she was making her way through the courtyards to the gate by
which shewould be delivered most readily into the Deliquium Kespa-rate, where Pluthero Quexos had
built his shrine to artifice, soon to be reconsecrated in the name of Truth.

 Jude took her hands from the window and opened her eyes. There had been none of the clarity she'd
experiencedwhen asleep in this contact—in truth she was not even cer?tain she'd made it—but there was
no time left to try again.Dowd was calling her, and so were the streets of Yzordder? rex, blazing though
they were. She'd seen blood spilt from her place by the window; numerous assaults and beatings;troop
charges and retreats; civilians warring in rabid packs, and others marching in brigades, armed and
ordered. Insuch a chaos of factions she had no way of judging the legit? imacy of any cause; nor, in truth,
did she much care. Hermission was seek out her sister in this maelstrom, and hopethat she in her turn was
seeking out Jude.

 Quaisoir would be disappointed, of course, if and whenthey finally met. Jude was not the messenger of
the Lord she was hurrying to find. But then lords divine or secularwere not the redeemers and salvers of
the world legendmade them out to be. They were spoilers; they were de?stroyers. The evidence of that
was out there, in the verystreets Jude was about to tread, and if she could only makeQuaisoir share and
understand that vision, perhaps thepromise of sisterhood would not be so unwelcome a gift to bring to
this meeting, which she could not help but think ofas a reunion.

 35
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 Demanding directions as he went, usually from woundedmen, Gentle took several hours to get from the
hosannas ofLickerish Street to the mystif s Kesparate, during which pe?riod the city's decline into chaos
quickened, so that he wenthalf expecting that the streets of straight houses and blos?som-clad trees
would be ashes and rubble by the time hearrived. But when he finally came to the city-within-a-cityhe
found it untouched by looters or demolishers, either be?cause they knew there was little of worth to them
here or—more likely—because the lingering superstition about apeople who'd once occupied the
Unbeheld's Dominionkept them from doing their worst.

 Entering, he went first to the chiancula, prepared to do whatever was necessary—threaten, beg,
cajole—in orderto be returned into the mystif s company. The chianculaand all the adjacent buildings
were deserted, however, so he began a systematic search of the streets. They, like thechiancula, were
empty, and as his desperation grew his dis?cretion fled, until he was shouting Pie's name to the empty
streets like a midnight drunkard.

 Eventually, these tactics earned him a response. One ofthe quartet who'd appeared to offer such chilly
welcomewhen he'd first come here appeared: the mustached youngman. His robes were not held
between his teeth this time,and when he spoke he deigned to do so in English. But thelethal ribbon still
fluttered in his hands, its threat undis?guised.

 "You came back," he said.

 "Where's Pie?"

 "Where's the girl child?"

 "Dead. Where's Pie?"

 "You seem different."

 "I am. Where's Pie?"
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 "Not here.""Where then?"

 "The mystif s gone up to the palace," the man replied."Why?"

 "That was the judgment upon it.""Just to go?" Gentle said, taking a step towards theman. "There must
have been more to-it than that."

 Though the silk sword protected the man, Gentle camewith a burden of power that beggared his own,
and sensingthis he answered less obliquely.

 "The judgment was that it kill the Autarch," he said."So it's been sent up there alone?""No. It took some
of our tribe with it and left a few of usto guard the Kesparate."

 "How long ago since they went?""Not very long. But you won't get into the palace. Nei?ther will they.
It's suicide."
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 Gentle didn't linger to argue but headed back towards the entrance, leaving the man to guard the
blossoms andthe empty streets. As he approached the gate, however, hesaw that two individuals, a man
and a woman, had just en?tered and were looking his way. Both were naked from thewaist up, their
throats painted with the blue triple stripe heremembered from the siege at the harbor, marking them as
members of the Dearth. At his approach, both acknowl?edged him by putting palm to palm and inclining
theirheads. The woman was half as big again as her companion,her body a glorious machine, her head
—shaved but for a ponytail—set on a neck wider than her cranium and, likeher arms and belly, so
elaborately muscled the meresttwitch was a spectacle.

 "I said he'd be here!" she told the world."I don't know what you want," he said, "but I can't sup?ply it."

 "You are John Furie Zacharias?"

 "Yes."

 "Called Gentle?"

 "Yes. But—"

 "Then you have to come. Please. Father Athanasius
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 sent us to find you. We heard what happened on LickerishStreet, and we knew it had to be you. I'm
Nikaetomaas,"the woman said. "This is Roccus Dado. We've been wait?ing for you since Estabrook
arrived."

 "Estabrook?" said Gentle. There was a man he hadn'tgiven a thought to in many a month. "How do you
knowhim?"

 "We found him in the street. We thought he was theone. But he wasn't. He knew nothing."

 "And you think I do?" Gentle said, exasperated. "Letme tell you, I know fuck-all! I don't know who you
think Iam, but I'm not your man."

 "That's what Father Athanasius said. He said you werein ignorance—"

 "Well, he was right."

 "But you married the mystif."

 "So what?" said Gentle. "I love it, and I don't care whoknows it."

 "We realize that," Nikaetomaas said, as though nothing could have been plainer. "That's how we tracked
you."

 "We knew it would come here," Floccus said. "Andwherever it had gone, you would be."

 "It isn't here," Gentle said. "It's up in the palace."
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 "In the palace?" said Nikaetomaas, turning her gaze uptowards the lowering walls. "And you intend to
follow it?"

 "Yes."

 "Then I'll come with you," she said. "Mr. Dado, go backto Athanasius. Tell him who we've found and
where we've gone."

 "I don't want company," Gentle said. "1 don't eventrust myself."

 "How will you get into the palace without someone at your side?" Nikaetomaas said. "I know the gates.
I knowthe courtyards."

 Gentle turned the options over in his head. Part of himwanted to go as a rogue, carrying the chaos he'd
brought toLickerish Street as his emblem. But his ignorance of palacegeography could indeed slow him,
and minutes might makethe difference between finding the mystif alive or dead. He
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 nodded his consent, and the parties divided at the gate:Floccus Dado back to Father Athanasius, Gentle
and Nika?etomaas up towards the Autarch's fortress.

 The only subject he broached as they traveled was that ofEstabrook. How was he, Gentle asked: still
crazy?

 "He was almost dead when we found him," Nika?etomaas said. "His brother left him here for dead. But
wetook him to our tents on the Erasure, and we healed himthere. Or, more properly, his being there
healed him."

 "You did all this, thinking he was me?"

 "We knew that somebody was going to come from the Fifth to begin the Reconciliation again. And of
course weknew it had to be soon. We just didn't know what helooked like."

 "Well, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but that's twiceyou've got it wrong. I'm no more your man than Esta?
brook."

 "Why did you come here, then?" she said.

 That was an inquiry that deserved a serious reply, if notfor her sake, then for his own.

 "There were questions I wanted answered, that Icouldn't answer on earth," he said. "A friend of mine
died,very young. A woman I knew was almost murdered—"

 "Judith."

 "Yes, Judith."

 "We've talked about her a great deal," Nikaetomaassaid. "Estabrook was obsessed with her."
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 "Is he still?"

 "I haven't spoken to him for a long time. But you knowhe was trying to bring her to Yzordderrex when
his brotherintervened."

 "Did she come?"

 "Apparently not," Nikaetomaas said. "But Athanasiusbelieves she will eventually. He says she's part of
the story of the Reconciliation."

 "How does he work that out?"

 "From Estabrook's obsession with her, I suppose. The
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 way he talked about her, it was though she was something holy, and Athanasius loves holy women."

 "Let me tell you, I know Judith very well, and she's noVirgin."

 "There are other kinds of sanctity among our sex,"Nikaetomaas replied, a little testily.

 "I'm sorry. I didn't mean any offense. But if there's one thing Jude's always hated it's being put on a
pedestal."

 "Then maybe it's not the idol we should be studying, but the worshiper. Athanasius says obsession is fire
to our for?tress."

 "What does that mean?"

 "That we have to burn down the walls around us, but it takes a very bright flame to do so."

 "An obsession, in other words."

 "That's one such flame, yes."

 "Why would we want to burn down these walls in thefirst place? Don't they protect us?"

 "Because if we don't, we die inside, kissing our own re?flections," Nikaetomaas said, the reply too well
turned tobe improvised.

 "Athanasius again?" Gentle said.

 "No," said Nikaetomaas. "An aunt of mine. She's beenlocked up in the Bastion for years, but in here"
—Nika?etomaas pointed to her temple—"she's free."

 "And what about the Autarch?" Gentle said, turninghis gaze up towards the fortress.

 "What about him?"

 "Is he up there, kissing his reflection?"

Page  363



 "Who knows? Maybe he's been dead for years, and thestate's running itself."

 "Do you seriously believe that?"

 Nikaetomaas shook her head. "No. He's alive, behindhis walls."

 "What's he keeping out, I wonder?"

 "Who knows? Whatever he's afraid of, I don't think itbreathes the same air that we do."

 Before they left the rubble-strewn thoroughfares of theKesparate called Hittahitte, which lay between the
gates of
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 the Eurhetemec Kesparate and the wide Roman streets ofYzordderrex's bureaucratic district,
Nikaetomaas dugaround in the ruins of a garret for some means of disguise.She found a collection of
filthy garments which she insisted Gentle don, then found some equally disgusting for herself.Their faces
and physiques had to be concealed, she ex?plained, so that they could mingle freely with the wretched
they'd find gathered at the gates. Then they headed on,their climb bringing them into streets lined with
buildings of classical severity and scale, as yet unscorched by thetorches that were being passed from
hand to hand, roof toroof, in the Kesparates below. They would not remain pris?tine much longer,
Nikaetomaas predicted. When the reb?els' fire reached these edifices—the Taxation Courts andthe
Bureaus of Justice—it would leave no pillar unblack-ened. But for now the travelers moved between
monolithsas quiet as mausoleums.

 On the other side, the reason for their donning of stink?ing and louse-ridden clothes became apparent.
Nika?etomaas had brought them not to one of the great gates ofthe palace but to a minor opening,
around which a groupdressed in motley indistinguishable from their own wasgathered. Some of them
carried candles. By their fitful lightGentle could see that there was not a single body that waswhole among
them.

 "Are they waiting to get in?" he asked his guide.

 "No. This is the gate of Saint Creaze and Saint Even?down. Have you not heard of them in the Fifth? I
thought that's where they were martyred."

 "Very possibly."

 "They appear everywhere in Yzordderrex. Nurseryrhymes, puppet plays—"

 "So what happens here? Do the saints make personalappearances?"

 "After a fashion."

 "And what are these people hoping for?" Gentle asked,casting a glance among the wretched assembly.
"Healing?"

 They were certainly in dire need of such miracles. Crip-
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 pled and diseased, suppurating and broken, some of themlooked so weak they'd not make it till
morning.

 "No," Nikaetomaas replied. "They're here for suste?nance. I only hope the saints aren't too distracted by
therevolution to put in an appearance."

 She'd no sooner spoken than the sound of an enginechugging into life on the far side of the gates pitched
thecrowd into frenzy. Crutches became weapons, and diseasedspittle flew, as the invalids fought for a
place close to thebounty they knew was imminent. Nikaetomaas pushedGentle forward into the brawl,
where he was obliged tofight, though he felt ashamed to do so, or else have hislimbs torn from their
sockets by those who had fewer thanhe. Head down, arms flailing, he dug his way forward as thegates
began to open.

 What appeared on the other side drew gasps of devotionfrom all sides and one of incredulity from
Gentle. Trun?dling forward to fill the breadth of the gates was a fifteen-foot study in kitsch: a sculpted
representation of SaintsCreaze and Evendown, standing shoulder to shoulder,their arms stretched out
towards the yearning crowd, while their eyes rolled in their carved sockets like those of carni?val
dummies, looking down on their flock as if affrighted bythem one moment and up to heaven the next. But
it wastheir apparel that drew Gentle's appalled gaze. They wereclothed in their largesse: dressed in food
from throat tofoot. Coats of meat, still smoking from the ovens, covered their torsos; sausages hung in
steaming loops around theirnecks and wrists; at their groins hung sacks heavy withbread, while the layers
of their skirts were of fruit and fish.The crowd instantly surged forward to denude them, the brawlers
merciless in their hunger, beating each other asthey climbed for their share.

 The saints were not without defense, however; therewere penalties for the gluttonous. Hooks and
spikes, ex?pressly designed to wound, were set among the bountifulfolds of skirts and coats. The
devotees seemed not to care,but climbed up over the statues, disdainful of fruit and fish,in order to reach
the steaks and sausages above. Some fell,
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 doing themselves bloody mischief on the way down; oth?ers—scrambling over the victims—reached
their goals withshrieks of glee and set about loading the bags on theirbacks. Even then, in their triumph,
they were not secure.Those behind either dragged them from their perches orpulled the bags from their
backs and pitched them to ac?complices in the crowd, where they in turn were set uponand robbed.

 Nikaetomaas held on to Gentle's belt so that theywouldn't be separated in this melee, and after much
ma?neuvering they reached the base of the statues. The ma?chine had been designed to block the gates,
butNikaetomaas now squatted down in front of the plinth,and—her activities concealed from the guards
watchingfrom above the gate—tore at the casing that housed the ve?hicle's wheels. It was beaten metal,
but it came away likecardboard beneath her assault, its rivets flying. Then sheducked into the gap she'd
created. Gentle followed. Oncebelow the saints, the din of the crowd became remoter, thethump of
bodies punctuating the general hubbub. It was al?most completely dark, but they shimmied forward on
theirstomachs, the engine—huge and hot—dripping its fluids onthem as they went. As they reached the
other side, and Nikaetomaas began to prize away the casing there, thesound of shouting became louder.
Gentle looked around.Others had discovered Nikaetomaas1handiwork and, per?haps thinking there
were new treasures to be discoveredbeneath the idols, were following: not two or three, now,but many.
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Gentle began to lend Nikaetomaas a hand, asthe space filled up with bodies, new brawls erupting as the
pursuers fought for access. The whole structure, enormousas it was, began to shudder, the combination
of brawlersbelow and above conspiring to tip it. With the violence ofthe rocking increasing by the
moment, Gentle had sight ofescape. A sizable courtyard lay on the other side of thesaints, scored by the
tracks of the engine and littered withdiscarded food.

 The instability of the machine had not gone unnoticed,and two guards were presently forsaking their meal
of
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 prime steak and raising the alarm with panicked shouts.Their retreat allowed Nikaetomaas to wriggle
free unno?ticed, then turn to haul Gentle after her. The juggernautwas now close to toppling, and shots
were being fired on the other side as the guards above the gate sought to dis?suade the crowd from
further burrowings. Gentle felthands grasping at his legs, but he kicked back at them, asNikaetomaas
dragged him forward, and slid out into theopen air as several cracks, like sudden thunder, announcedthat
the saints were tired of teetering and ready to fall. Backs bent, Gentle and Nikaetomaas darted across
therind- and crust-littered ground to the safety of the shadowsas, with a great din the saints fell
backwards like comicdrunkards, a mass of their adherents still clinging to arms and coats and skirts. The
structure came apart as it hit theground, pitching pieces of carved, cooked, and crippledflesh in all
directions.

 The guards were descending from the ramparts now, to stem with bullets the flow of the crowd. Gentle
and Nika?etomaas didn't linger to watch this fresh horror but took totheir heels, up and away from the
gates, the pleas andhowls of those maimed by the fall following them through the darkness.

 "What's the din, Rosengarten?"

 "There's a minor problem at the Gate of Saints, sir."

 "Are we under siege?"

 "No. It was merely an unfortunate accident."

 "Fatalities?"

 "Nothing significant. The gate's now been sealed."

 "And Quaisoir? How's she?"

 "I haven't spoken with Seidux since early evening."

 "Then find out."

 "Of course."

 Rosengarten withdrew, and the Autarch returned his at?tention to the man transfixed in the chair close
by.

 "These Yzordderrexian nights," he said to the fellow,
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 "they're so very long. In the Fifth, you know, they're halfthis length, and I used to complain they were
over too soon.But now"—he sighed—"now I wonder if I wouldn't be bet?ter off going back there and
founding a New Yzordderrex.What do you think?"

 The man in the chair didn't reply. His cries had long since ceased, though the reverberations, more
preciousthan the sound itself, and more tantalizing, continued to shake the air, even to the ceiling of this
chamber, whereclouds sometimes formed and shed delicate, cleansingrains.

 The Autarch drew his own chair up closer to the man. Asac of living fluid the size of his head was
clamped to thevictim's chest, its limbs, fine as thread, puncturing him, andreaching into his body to touch
his heart, lungs, liver, andlights. He'd summoned the entity, which was the shreds ofa once much more
fabulous beast, the renunciance, fromthe In Ovo, selecting it as a surgeon might choose some in?strument
from a tray, to perform a delicate and very partic?ular task. Whatever the nature of such summoned
beasts,he had no fear of them. Decades of such rituals had famil?iarized him with every species that
haunted the In Ovo, and while there were certainly some he would never have daredbring into the living
world, most had enough base instinctto know their master's voice and would obey him withinthe confines
of their wit. This creature he'd called Abelove,after a lawyer he'd known briefly in the Fifth, who'd been
as leechlike as this scrap of malice, and almost as foulsmelling.

 "How does it feel?" the Autarch asked, straining tocatch the merest murmur of a reply. "The pain's
passed,hasn't it? Didn't I say it would?"

 The man's eyes flickered open, and he licked his lips.They made something very close to a smile.

 "You feel a kind of union with Abelove, am I right? It'sworked its way into every little part. Please
speak, or I'll take it from you. You'll bleed from every hole it's made,but that pain won't be anything
beside the loss you'll feel."

 "Don't..." the man said.
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 "Then talk to me," the Autarch replied, all reason. "Doyou know how difficult it is to find a leech like
this? They'realmost extinct. But I gave this one to you, didn't I? And allI'm asking is that you tell me how
it feels."

 "Itfeels...good."

 "Is that Abelove talking, or you?"

 "We're the same," came the reply.

 "Like sex, is it?"

 "No."

 "Like love, then?"
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 "No. Like I'm unborn again."

 "In the womb?"

 "In the womb."

 "Oh, God, how I envy you. I don't have that memory. I never floated in a mother."

 The Autarch rose from his chair, his hand covering hismouth. It was always like this when the dregs of
kreaucheemoved in his veins. He became unbearably tender at suchtimes, moved to expressions of grief
and rage at the obscur?est cue.

 "To be joined with another soul," he said, "indivisibly. Consumed and made whole in the same moment.
What aprecious joy."

 He turned back to his prisoner, whose eyes were closingagain. The Autarch didn't notice.

 "It's times like this," he said, "I wish I were a poet. Iwish I had the words to express my yearning. I think
that ifI knew that one day—I don't care how many years fromnow, centuries even, I don't care—if I
knew that one day Iwas going to be united, indivisibly, with another soul, Icould begin to be a good
man."

 He sat down again beside the captive, whose eyes werecompletely closed.

 "But it won't happen," he said, tears beginning to come."We're too much ourselves. Afraid of letting go
of what weare in case we're nothing, and holding on so tight we loseeverything else." Agitation was
shaking the tears out of hiseyes now. "Are you listening to me?" he said.

 IMAJICA                                                                                     507

 He shook the man, whose mouth fell open, a trickle ofsaliva dribbling from one corner.

 ''Listen!"he raged. "I'm giving you my pain here!"

 Receiving no response, he stood up and struck his cap?tive across the face so hard the man toppled
over, the chairto which he was bound falling with him. The creatureclamped to his chest convulsed in
sympathy with its host.

 "I didn't bring you here to sleep!" the Autarch said. "Iwant you to share your pain with me."

 He put his hands on the leech and began to tear it from the man's chest. The creature's panic flooded its
host, andinstantly the man began to writhe, the cords drawing blood as he fought to keep the leech from
being stolen. Less than an hour before, when Abelove had been brought out of theshadows and
displayed to the prisoner, he'd begged to bespared its touch. Now, finding his tongue again, he pleaded
twice as hard not to be separated from it, his pleas swoop?ing into screams when the parasite's filaments,
barbed so asto prevent their removal, were wrenched from the organsthey'd pierced. As soon as they
broke surface they began toflail wildly, seeking to return to their host or find a newone. But the Autarch
was unmoved by the panic of eitherlover and divided them like death itself, pitching Abeloveacross the
chamber and taking the man's face in fingerssticky with his infatuate's blood.
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 "Now," he said. "How does it feel?"

 "Give it back ... please .,. give it back."

 "Is this like being born?" the Autarch said.

 "Whatever you say! Yes! Yes! Just give it back!"

 The Autarch left the man's side and crossed the cham?ber to the spot where he'd made the summoning.
Hepicked his way through the spirals of human gut he'd ar?ranged on the floor as bait and snatched up
the knife stilllying in the blood beside the blindfolded head, returning atno more than an amble to where
the victim was lying.There he cut the prisoner's bonds and stood back to watch the rest of the show.
Though he was grievously wounded,his punctured lungs barely able to draw breath, the manfixed his eyes
on the object of his desire and began to crawl
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 towards it. Ashen, the Autarch let him crawl, knowing ashe went that the distance was too great, and the
scene mustend in tragedy.

 The lover had advanced no more than a couple of yards when there was a rapping on the door.

 "Go away!" the Autarch said, but the rapping cameagain, this time accompanied by Rosengarten's voice.

 "Quaisoir's gone, sir," he said.

 The Autarch watched the crawling man's despair anddespaired himself. Despite all his indulgences, the
womanhad deserted him for the Man of Sorrows.

 "Come in!" he called.

 Rosengarten entered and made his report. Seidux wasdead, stabbed and thrown from a window.
Quaisoir's quar? ters were empty, her servant vanished, her dressing room overturned. A search for her
abductors was already underway.

 "Abductors?" the Autarch said. "No, Rosengarten.There are no abductors. She's gone of her own
accord."

 Not once as he spoke did he take his eyes off the lover, who had covered a third of the distance
between his chairand his darling but was weakening fast.

 "It's over," the Autarch said. "She's gone to find her Redeemer, the poor bitch."

 "Then shouldn't I dispatch troops to find her?" Rosen?garten said. "The city's dangerous."

 "So's she when she wants to be. The women in the Bas?tion taught her some unholy stuff."

 "I hope that cesspit's been burned to the ground,"Rosengarten said, with a rare passion.

 "I doubt it is," the Autarch replied. "They've got waysof protecting themselves."
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 "Not from me, they haven't," Rosengarten boasted.

 "Yes, even from you," the Autarch told him. "Even from me. The power of women can't be scoured
away, however hard we try. The Unbeheld attempted it, but hedidn't succeed. There's always some
corner—"

 "Just say the word," the commander broke in, "and I'llgo down there now. Hang the bitches in the
streets."
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 "No, you don't understand," the Autarch said, his voicealmost monotonous, but all the more sorrowful
for that."The corner isn't out there, it's in here." He pointed to hisskull. "It's in our minds. Their mysteries
obsess us, eventhough we put them out of sight. Even me. God knows, Ishould be free of it. I wasn't cast
out like the rest of youwere. How can I yearn for something I never had? But Ido." He sighed. "Oh, I
do."

 He looked around at Rosengarten, whose expressionwas uncomprehending.

 "Look at him." The Autarch glanced back at the captiveas he spoke. "He's got seconds left to live. But
the leechgave him a taste and he wants it back again."

 "A taste of what?"

 "Of the womb, Rosengarten. He said it was like being in the womb. We're all cast out. Whatever we
build, whereverwe hide, we're cast out."

 As he spoke the prisoner gave a last exhausted moan and lay still. The Autarch watched the body
awhile, theonly sound in the vastness of the chamber the weakeningmotions of the leech on the cold floor.

 "Lock the doors and seal them up," the Autarch said,turning to leave without looking back at
Rosengarten. "I'm going to the Pivot Tower."

 "Yes, sir."

 "Come and find me when it's light. These nights, they'retoo long. Too long. I wonder, sometimes ..."

 But what he wondered had gone from his head before itcould reach his lips, and when he left the lovers'
tomb itwas in silence.

 36

 I

 Gentle's thoughts had not often turned to Taylor as he andPie journeyed, but when, in the streets outside
the palace,Nikaetomaas had asked him why he'd come to the Imajica,it had been Taylor's death he'd
spoken of first, and only then of Judith and the attempt upon her life. Now, as heand Nikaetomaas
passed through the balmy, benightedcourtyards and up into the palace itself, he thought of theman again,
lying on his final pillow, talking about floatingand charging Gentle to solve mysteries that he'd not hadtime
to solve himself.
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 "I had a friend in the Fifth who would have loved thisplace," Gentle said. "He loved desolation."

 It was here, in every courtyard. Gardens had beenplanted in many of them and left to riot. But riot took
en? ergy, and nature was weary here, the plants throttlingthemselves after a few spurts and withering
back into earththe color of ash. The scene was not so different once theygot inside, wandering mapless
down galleries where thedust was as thick as the soil in the dead gardens, into for?saken annexes and
chambers laid out for guests who had breathed their last decades before. Most of the walls,whether of
chambers or galleries, were decorated: somewith tapestries, many others with immense frescoes, and
while there were scenes Gentle recognized from his trav?els—Patashoqua under a green-gold sky, with a
flight of airballoons rising from the plain outside its walls; a festival atthe L'Himby temples—the suspicion
grew on him that the finest of these images were of earth; or, more particularly,of England. Doubtless the
pastoral was a universal mode, and shepherds wooed nymphs in the Reconciled Domin?ions just as
sonnets described them doing in the Fifth, butthere were details of these scenes that were indisputably
English: swallows swooping in mild summer skies; cattle
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 drinking in water meadows while their herders slept; theSalisbury spire rising from a bank of oaks; the
distant tow?ers and domes of London, glimpsed from a slope on whichmaids and swains made dalliance;
even Stonehenge, relo?cated for drama's sake to a hill and set against thunder-heads.

 "England," Gentle said as they went. "Somebody hereremembers England."

 Though they passed by these works too fast forhim toscrutinize them carefully, he saw no signature on
any. Theartists who'd sketched England, and returned to depict it solovingly, were apparently content to
remain anonymous.

 "I think we should start climbing," Nikaetomaas sug?gested when by chance their wanderings brought
them tothe foot of a monumental staircase. "The higher we are the more chance we'll have of grasping the
geography."

 The ascent was five flights long—more deserted gal?leries presenting themselves on every floor—but it
finally delivered them onto a roof from which they were able toglimpse the scale of the labyrinth they
were lost in. Towers twice and three times the height of the one they'd climbedloomed above them while,
below, the courtyards were laidout in all directions, some crossed by battalions but most as deserted as
every other corridor and chamber. Beyondthem lay the palace walls, and beyond the walls themselvesthe
smoke-shrouded city, the sound of its convulsions dimat such a distance.

 Lulled by the remoteness of this aerie, both Gentle and Nikaetomaas were startled by a commotion that
erupted much closer by. Almost grateful for signs of life in thismausoleum, even if it was the enemy, they
headed in pur? suit of the din makers, back down a flight of stairs andacross an enclosed bridge between
towers.

 "Hoods!" Nikaetomaas said, tucking her ponytail backinto her shirt and pulling the crude cowl over her
head.Gentle did the same, though he doubted such a disguisewould offer them much protection if they
were discovered.

 Orders were being given in the gallery ahead, and Gen?tle drew Nikaetomaas into hiding to listen. The
officer had
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 words of inspiration for his squad, promising every manwho brought a Eurhetemec down a month's paid
leave.Somebody asked him how many there were, and he repliedthat he'd heard six, but he didn't believe
it because they'dslaughtered ten times that number. However many thereare, he said—six, sixty, six
hundred—they're outnumberedand trapped. They won't get out alive. So saying, he di?vided his
contingent and told them to shoot on sight.

 Three soldiers were dispatched in the direction of Nika-etomaas and Gentle's hiding place. They had no
soonerpassed than she stepped out of the shadows and broughttwo of the three down with single blows.
The third turnedto defend himself, but Gentle—lacking the mass or musclepower that made Nikaetomaas
so effective—used momen?tum instead, flinging himself against the man with suchforce he threw both of
them to the ground. The soldierraised his gun towards Gentle's skull, but Nikaetomaastook hold of both
weapon and hand, hauling the man up by his arm until he was head to head with her, the gun pointingat
the roof, the fingers around it too crushed to fire. Thenshe pulled his helmet off with her free hand and
peered at

 him.

 "Whereas the Autarch?"

 The man was too pained and too terrified to claim igno?rance. "The Pivot Tower," he said.

 "Which is where?"

 "It's the tallest tower," he sobbed, scrabbling at the armhe was dangling by, down which blood was
running.

 "Take us there," Nikaetomaas said. "Please,"

 Teeth gritted, the man nodded his head, and she let himgo. The gun went from his pulverized fingers as
he struckthe ground. She invited him to stand with a hooked finger.

 "What's your name?" she asked him.

 "Yark Lazarevich," he told her, nursing his hand in thecrook of his arm.

 "Well, Yark Lazarevich, if you make any attempt—or I choose to interpret any act of yours as an
attempt—to alerthelp, I will swat the brains from your pan so fast they'll bein Patashoqua before your
pants fill. Is that plain?"
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 "That's plain."

 "Do you have children?"

 "Yes. I've got two."
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 "Think of them fatherless and take care. You have aquestion?"

 "No, I just wanted to explain that the tower's quite away from here. I don't want you thinking I'm leading
you astray."

 "Be fast, then," she said, and Lazarevich took her at herword, leading them back across the bridge
towards thestairs, explaining as he went that the quickest route to thetower was through the
Cesscordium, and that was twofloors down.

 They had descended perhaps a dozen steps when shotswere fired behind them, and one of Lazarevich's
two com?rades staggered into view, adding shouts to his gunfire toraise the alarm. Had he not been
groggy he might have puta bullet in Nikaetomaas or Gentle, but they were awaydown the stairs before
he'd even reached the top, Lazare?vich protesting as he went that none of this was his doing, and he
loved his children and all he wanted to do was seethem again.

 There was the sound of running in the lower gallery, andshouts answering those of the alarm raiser
above. Nika?etomaas unleashed a series of expletives which could nothave been fouler had Gentle
understood them, andreached for Lazarevich, who hared off down the stairsbefore she could snatch hold
of him, meeting a squad of hiscomrades at the bottom. Nikaetomaas' pursuit had takenher past Gentle,
directly into their line of fire. They didn't hesitate. Four muzzles flared; four bullets found their mark. Her
physique availed her nothing. She droppedwhere she stood, her body tumbling down the stairs and
coming to a halt a few steps from the bottom. Watching herfall, three thoughts went through Gentle's
head. One, that he'd have these bastards for this. Two, that stealth was ir?relevant now. And three, that if
he brought the roof down on their murderous heads, and word spread that there was another power in
the palace besides the Autarch, that
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 would be no bad thing. He'd regretted the deaths he'dcaused in Lickerish Street, but he would not regret
these. All he had to do was get his hand to his face to tear awaythe cloth before the bullets flew. There
were more soldiersconverging on the spot from several directions. Come on,he thought, raising his hands
in feigned surrender as theothers approached: come on, join the jubilee.

 One of the gathering number was clearly a man of au?thority. Heels clicked together as he appeared,
salutes were exchanged. He looked up the staircase towards his hoodedprisoner.

 "General Racidio," one of the captains said. "We have

 two of the rebels here."

 "These aren't Eurhetemecs." His gaze went from Gen?tle to the body of Nikaetomaas, then back up to
Gentleagain. "I think we have two Dearthers here."

 He started up the stairs towards Gentle, who was sur?reptitiously drawing breath through the open
weave of thecloth around his face in preparation for his unveiling. Hewould have two or three seconds at
best. Time perhaps toseize Racidio and use him as a hostage if the pneuma failedto kill every one of the
gunmen.

 "Let's see what you look like," the commander said,and tore the cloth from Gentle's face.

 The instant that should have seen the pneuma loosed in?stead saw Racidio drop back in stupefaction
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from the fea?tures he'd uncovered. Whatever he saw was missed by thesoldiers below, who kept their
guns trained on Gentle untilRacidio spat an order that they be lowered. Gentle was asconfounded as
they, but he wasn't about to question the re?prieve. He dropped his hands and, stepping over the body of
Nikaetomaas, came to the bottom of the stairs. Racidioretreated further, shaking his head as he did so,
and wettinghis lips, but apparently unable to find the words to expresshimself. He looked as though he
was expecting the groundto open up beneath him; indeed, was silently willing it to doso. Rather than risk
disabusing the man of his error byspeaking, Gentle summoned his guide Lazarevich forwardwith the
hooked finger Nikaetomaas had used minutes
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 before. The man had taken refuge behind a shield of sol?diers and only came out of hiding reluctantly,
glancing athis captain and Racidio in the hope that Gentle's summonswould be countermanded. It was
not, however. Gentlewent to meet him, and Racidio uttered the first words he'dbeen able to find since
setting eyes on the trespasser's face.

 "Forgive me," he said. "I'm mortified."

 Gentle didn't give him the solace of a response but, with Lazarevich at his side, took a step towards the
knot of sol?diers at the top of the next flight of stairs. They parted with?out a word and he headed
between their ranks, fighting theurge to pick up his pace, tempting though it was. And heregretted too not
being able to say his farewells to Nika-etomaas. But neither impatience nor sentiment wouldprofit him
now. He'd been blessed, and maybe in the full?ness of time he'd understand why. In the short term, he
hadto get to the Autarch and hope that the mystif was therealso.

 "You still want to go to the Pivot Tower?'* Lazarevichsaid.

 "Yes."

 "When I get you there, will you let me go?"

 Again he said, "Yes."

 There was a pause, while Lazarevich oriented himself atthe bottom of the stairs. Then he said, "Who are
you?"

 "Wouldn't you like to know," Gentle replied, his an?swer as much for his own benefit as that of his guide.

 There had been six of them at the start. Now there weretwo. One of the casualties had been Thes 'reh'
ot, shotdown as he etched with a cross a corner they'd turned in themaze of courtyards. It had been his
inspiration to marktheir route and so facilitate a speedy exit when they'd fin?ished their work.

 "It's only the Autarch's will that holds these walls up,"he'd said as they'd entered the palace. "Once he's
down,
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 they'll come too. We need to beat a quick retreat if we'renot to get buried."

 That Thes 'reh' ot had volunteered for a mission hislaughter had dubbed fatal was surprising enough, but
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thisfurther show of optimism teetered on the schizophrenic.His sudden death not only robbed Pie of an
unlooked-forally, but also of the chance to ask him why he'd joined theassault. But then several such
conundrums had accrued around this endeavor, not least the sense of inevitabilitythat had attended every
phase, as though this judgment hadbeen laid down long before Pie and Gentle had ever ap?peared in
Yzordderrex, and any attempt to flout it would defy the wisdom of greater magistrates than Culus. Such
inevitability bred fatalism, of course, and though the mystifhad encouraged Thes 'reh' ot to plot their route
of return, itentertained few delusions about making that journey. Itwillfully kept from its mind the losses
that extinction would bring until its remaining comrade, Lu 'chur' chem—a pure?bred Eurhetemec, his
skin blue-black, his eyes double-iri-sed—raised the subject. They were in a gallery lined withfrescoes
that evoked the city Pie had once called home: thepainted streets of London, depicted as they'd been in
theage into which the mystif had been born, replete with pi?geon hawkers, mummers, and dandies.

 Seeing the way Pie gazed at these sights, Lu 'chur' chemsaid, "Never again, eh?"

 "Never again what?"

 "Out in a street, seeing the way the world is some morn?ing."

 "No?"

 "No," Lu 'chur' chem said. "We're not coming back thisway, and we both know it."

 "I don't mind," Pie replied. "I've seen a lot of things.I've felt even more. I've got no regrets."

 "You've had a long life?"

 "Yes, I have."

 "And your Maestro? He had a long life too?"

 "Yes, he did," Pie said, looking again at the scenes onthe walls.
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 Though the renderings were relatively unsophisticated,they touched the mystif s memories awake,
evoking thebustle and din of the crowded thoroughfares it and its Mae?stro had walked in the bright,
hopeful days before the Rec?onciliation. Here were the fashionable streets of Mayfair,lined with fine
shops and paraded by finer women, abroadto buy lavender water and mantua silk and snow-white
muslin. Here was the throng of Oxford Street, where half ahundred vendors clamored for custom:
purveyors of slip?pers, wildfowl, cherries, and gingerbread, all vying for aniche on the pavement and a
space in the air to raise theircries. Here too was a fair, St. Bartholomew's most likely,where there was
more sin to be had by daylight than Baby?lon ever boasted by dark.

 "Who made these?" Pie wondered aloud as they pro?ceeded.

 "Diverse hands, by the look of 'em," Lu ‘chur’ chem re?plied. "You can see where one style stops and
anotherstarts."

 "But somebody directed these painters, gave them thedetails, the colors. Unless the Autarch just stole
artistsfrom the Fifth Dominion."
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 "Perfectly possible," Lu 'chur' chem said. "He stole ar?chitects. He put tribes in chains to build the
place."

 "And nobody ever challenged him?"

 "People tried to stir up revolutions over and over again,but he suppressed them. Burnt down the
universities,hanged the theologians and the radicals. He had a strangle?hold. And he had the Pivot, and
most people believe that'sthe Unbeheld's seal of approval. If Hapexamendios didn't want the Autarch to
rule Yzordderrex, why did He allow the Pivot to be moved here? That's what they said. And Idon't—"

 Lu 'chur' chem stopped in his tracks, seeing that Pie hadalready done so.

 "What is it?" he asked.

 The mystif stared up at the picture they had comeabreast of, its breath quickened by shock.

 "Is something wrong?" Lu 'chur' chem said.
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 It took a few moments to find the words. "I don't thinkwe should go any further," it said.

 "Why not?"

 "Not together, at least. The judgment fell on me, and Ishould finish this alone."

 "What's wrong with you? I've come this far. I want tohave the satisfaction."

 "What's more important?" the mystif asked him, turn?ing from the painting it had been so fixated by.
"Your satis?faction, or succeeding in what we came here to do?"

 "You know my answer to that."

 "Then trust me. I have to go on alone. Wait for me hereif you like."

 Lu 'chur' chem made a phlegm-hawking growl, like Culus' growl, only coarser. "I came here to kill the
Au?tarch," he said.

 "No. You came here to help me, and you've done that.It's my hands that have to dispatch him, not
yours. That'sthe judgment."

 "Suddenly it's the judgment, the judgment! I shit on thejudgment! I want to see the Autarch dead. I want
to lookon his face."

 "I'll bring you his eyes," Pie said. "That's the best I can do. I mean it, Lu 'chur' chem. We have to part
here."

 Lu 'chur' chem spat on the ground between them.

 "You don't trust me, do you?" he said.
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 "If that's what you want to believe."

 "Mystif shite!" he exploded. "If you come out of thisalive, I'll kill you, I swear, I'll kill you!"

 There was no further argument. He simply spat againand turned his back, stalking off down the gallery,
leavingthe mystif to return its gaze to the picture which had quick?ened Us pulse and breath.

 Though it was curious to see a rendering of OxfordStreet and St. Bartholomew's Fair in this setting, so
far in years and Dominions from the scene that had inspiredthem, Pie might have suppressed the
suspicion—growing inits belly while Lu 'chur' chem talked of revolution—thatthis was no coincidence,
had the final image in the cycle not
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 been so unlike those that had preceded it. The rest hadbeen public spectacles, rendered countless times
in satiricalprints and paintings. This last was not. The rest had beenwell-known sites and streets, famous
across the world. Thislast was not. It was an unremarkable thoroughfare in Cler-kenwell, almost a
backwater, which Pie doubted any artistof the Fifth had ever turned his pen or brush to depicting.But
here it was, represented in meticulous detail: GamutStreet, to the brick, to the leaf. And taking pride of
place inthe center of the picture, number 28, the Maestro Sartori'shouse.

 It had been lovingly re-created. Birds courted on itsroof; on its step, dogs fought. And in between the
fightersand wooers stood the house itself, blessed by a dappledsunlight denied the others in the row. The
front door wasclosed, but the upper windows were flung wide, and the art?ist had painted somebody
watching from one of them, his face too deeply shadowed to be recognized. The object ofhis scrutiny
was not in doubt, however: the girl in the win?dow across the street, sitting at her mirror with her dog on
her lap, her fingers teasing from its bow the ribbon thatwould presently unlace her bodice. In the street
betweenthis beauty and her doting voyeur were a dozen details thatcould only have come from firsthand
experience. On thepavement beneath the girl's window a small procession ofcharity children passed,
wards of the parish, dressed all inwhite and carrying their wands. They marched raggedly be?hind their
beadle, a brute of a man called Willis, whom Sar-tori had once beaten senseless on that very spot for
crueltyto his charges. Around the far corner came Roxborough's carriage, drawn by his favorite bay,
Bellamarre, named inhonor of the Comte de St. Germain, who had swindled half the women of Venice
under that alias a few years before. Adragoon was being ushered out of number 32 by the mis?tress of
that house, who entertained officers of the Prince of Wales regiment—the Tenth, and no
other—wheneverher husband was away. The widow opposite watched envi?ously from her step.

 All these and a dozen other little dramas were being
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 played out in the picture, and there wasn't one Pie didn'tremember seeing enacted countless times. But
who was the unseen spectator who'd instructed the painters in their craft, so that carriage, girl, soldier,
widow, dogs, birds, voyeurs, and all could be set down with such verisimili?tude?

 Having no solution to the puzzle, the mystif plucked itsgaze from the picture and looked back along the
immenselength of the gallery. Lu 'chur' chem had disappeared, spit?ting as he went. The mystif was alone,
the routes ahead andbehind similarly deserted. It would miss Lu 'chur' chem'scompanionship and bitterly
regretted that it had lacked thewit to persuade its comrade that it had to go on alone, with?out causing
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such offense. But the picture on the wall was proof of secrets here it had not yet fathomed, and when it
did so it wanted no witnesses. They too easily became ac?cusers, and Pie was weighed down with
enough reproaches already. If the tyrannies of Yzordderrex were in some fash?ion linked with the house
on Gamut Street—and if Pie, byextension, was an unwitting collaborator in those tyran?nies—it was
important to learn of this guilt unaccom?panied.

 As prepared as possible for such revelations, the mystifleft its place in front of the painting, reminding
itself as itwent of the promise made to Lu 'chur' chem. If it survivedthis enterprise, it had to return with the
eyes of the Au?tarch. Eyes which it now didn't doubt had once been laidon Gamut Street, studying it as
obsessively as the watcherat the painted window studied his lady love, sitting across the street in thrall to
her reflection.

 Continue the epic adventure in
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