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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
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
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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 copiesl 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. /majica 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
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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
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
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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 [ 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 /majica, 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 | had—came toseem banal and featureless by contrast with what was
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hap?pening to me—I should say Gentle, but [ 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 [
had knownand felt strongly about: Highgate and Crouch End, where Thad 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 pagel 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 RECONCILIATION-
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like the theater districts ofso many great cities acrossthe Imajica, whether in Reconciled Dominions or in
theFifth, the neighborhood in which the Ipse stood had been aplace of some notoriety in earlier times,
when actors of both sexes had supplemented their wages with the old five-acter—hiring, retiring,
seduction, conjunction, and remit?tance—all played hourly, night and day. The center of theseactivities
had moved away, however, to the other side of thecity, where the burgeoning numbers of middle-class
clientsfelt less exposed to the gaze of their peers out seeking morerespectable entertainment. Lickerish
Street and its environshad sprung up in a matter of months and quickly became the third richest
Kesparate in the city, leaving the theaterdistrict to decline into legitimacy.
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Perhaps because it was of so little interest to people, ithad survived the traumas of the last few hours
better than most Kesparates its size. It had seen some action. GeneralMattalaus' battalions had passed
through its streets goingsouth to the causeway, where rebels were attempting tobuild a makeshift bridge

across the delta; and later a party of families from the Caramess had taken refuge in Kop-pocovi's Rialto.

But no barricades had been erected, andnone of the buildings burned. The Deliquium would meetthe
morning intact. Its survival, however, would not be ac? corded to general disinterest; rather to the
presence at its perimeter of Pale Hill, a site which was neither a hill norpale, but a circle of remembrance
in the center of which laya well, used from time immemorial as a repository for thecorpses of executed
men, suicides, paupers, and, on occa?sion, romantics who favored rotting in such company. To?
morrow's rumors would whisper that the ghosts of theseforsaken souls had risen to defend their terrain,
preventing
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the vandals and the barricade builders from destroying theKesparate by haunting the steps of the Ipse
and the Rialtoand howling in the streets like dogs maddened from chasingthe comet's tail.

With her clothes in rags and her throat uttering one seam?less supplication, Quaisoir went through the
heart of sev?eral battles quite unscathed. There were many suchgrief-stricken women on the streets of
Yzordderrex tonight,all begging Hapexamendios to return children or husbands into their arms, and they
were for the most part given pas?sage through the lines, their sobs password enough.

The battles themselves didn't distress her; she'd orga?nized and viewed mass executions in her time. But
when theheads had rolled she'd always made a swift departure, leav?ing the aftermath for somebody else
to shovel up. Now shehad to tread barefoot in streets that were like abattoirs, andher legendary
indifference to the spectacle of death was overtaken by a horror so profound she had several times
changed her direction to avoid a street that stank toostrongly of innards and burned blood. She knew she
would have to confess this cowardice when she finally found the Man of Sorrows, but she was so laden
with guilt that onemore fault or less would scarcely matter.

Then, as she came to the corner of the street at the end ofwhich lay Pluthero Quexos' playhouse,
somebody called her name. She stopped and looked for her summoner. A man dressed in blue was
rising from a doorstep, the fruit he'd been peeling in one hand, the peeling blade in theother. He seemed
to be in no doubt as to her identity.

"You're his woman," he said.

Was this the Lord? she wondered. The man she'd seenon the rooftops at the harbor had been
silhouetted against a bright sky; his features had been difficult to see. Could thisbe him?

He was calling someone from the interior of the houseon the steps of which he'd been sitting, a sometime
bordelloto judge by its lewdly carved portico. The disciple, an Oe- thac, emerged with a bottle in one
hand, the other ruffling
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the hair of a cretinous boy child, naked and glistening. She began to doubt her first judgment, but she
didn't dare leaveuntil she had her hopes confirmed or dashed.
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"Are you the Man of Sorrows?" she said.
The fruit peeler shrugged. "Isn't everybody tonight?" hesaid, tossing the uneaten fruit away.

The cretin leapt down the steps and snatched it up, push?ing the entire thing into his mouth so that his
face bulgedand the juice ran from his lips.

"You're the cause of this," the peeler said, jabbing hisknife in Quaisoir's direction. He glanced around at
the Oe-thac. "She was at the harbor. I saw her."

"Who is she?" the Oethac said.
"The Autarch's woman," came the reply. "Quaisoir."He took a step towards her. "You are, aren't you?"

She could no more deny this than she could take flight. Ifthis man was indeed Jesu, she couldn't begin
her pleas forforgiveness with a lie.

"Yes," she told him, "I'm Quaisoir. I was the Autarch'swoman."
"She's fucking beautiful," the Oethac said.
"What she looks like doesn't matter," the fruit peelertold him. "It's what she's done that's important."

"Yes," Quaisoir said, daring to believe now that this wasindeed the Son of David. "That's what's
important. WhatI've done."

"The executions ..."

"Yes."

"The purges ..."

"Yes."

"T've lost a lot of friends, and you're the reason."

"Oh, Lord, forgive me," she said, and dropped to herknees.

"I saw you at the harbor this morning," Jesu said, ap?proaching her as she knelt. "You were smiling."
"Forgive me."

"Looking around and smiling. And I thought, when Isaw you—"
He was three paces away from her now.
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"—your eyes glittering—"

His sticky hand took hold of her head.
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"—TI thought, those eyes—"
He raised the knife—
"—have to go."

—and brought it down again, quick and sharp, sharp and quick, pricking out his disciple's sight before
she could startto scream.

The tears that suddenly filled Jude's eyes stung like no tearsshe'd ever shed before. She let out a sob,
more of pain thanof grief, pushing the heels of her hands against her eye sock?ets to stem the flow. But it
wouldn't cease. The tears kept coming, hot and harsh, making her whole head throb. Shefelt Dowd's arm
take hold of hers and was glad of it. With?out his support, she was certain she would have fallen.

"What's wrong?" he said.

The answer—that she was sharing some agony withQuaisoir—was not one she could voice to Dowd.
"It must be the smoke," she said. "I can barely see."

"We're almost at the Ipse," he replied. "But we have to keep moving for a little while longer. It's not safe
in the open air."

That was true enough. Her eyes—which at present couldonly see pulsing red—had been laid on enough
atrocities inthe last hour to fuel a lifetime of nightmares. The Yzordder-rex of her longings, the city whose
spicy wind, blowing fromthe Retreat months before, had summoned her like the call of a lover to bed,
was virtually in ruins. Perhaps that waswhy Quaisoir wept these burning tears.

They dried after a time, but the pain lingered. Thoughshe despised the man she was leaning upon,
without his sup?port she would have dropped to the ground and remainedthere. He coaxed her on, step
by step. The Ipse was closenow, he said: just a street or two away. She could rest there,while he soaked
up the echoes of past glories. She barelyattended to his monologue. It was her sister who filled her
thoughts, her anticipation of their meeting now tinged withunease. She'd imagined Quaisoir would have
come into
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these streets protected, and that at the sight of her Dowd would simply retreat, leaving them to their
reunion. But what if Dowd was not overtaken by superstitious awe? What if, instead, he attacked one or
both of them? WouldQuaisoir have any defense against his mites? She began to wipe at her streaming
eyes as she stumbled on, determinedto be clear-sighted when the moment came, and primed toescape
Dowd's leash.

His monologue, when it ceased, did so abruptly. He halted, drawing Jude to a stop at his side. She
raised herhead. The street ahead was not well lit, but the glow of dis? tant fires found its way between the
buildings, and there,crawling into one such flickering shaft, she saw her sister. Jude let out a sob.
Quaisoir's eyes had been stabbed out,and her torturers were coming in pursuit of her. One was a child,
one an Oethac. The third, the most blood-spattered, was also the most nearly human, but his features
weretwisted out of true by the pleasure he was taking in Quai?soir's torment. The blinding knife was still
in his hand, andnow he raised it above his victim's naked back.
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Before Dowd could move to stop her, Jude screamed, "Stop!"

The knife was arrested in mid-descent, and all three ofQuaisoir's pursuers looked around at Jude. The
chiid regis?tered nothing; its face was an imbecilic blank. The knifewielder was equally silent, though his
expression was one ofdisbelief. It was the Oethac that spoke, the words he utteredslurred but ripe with

panic.

"You...keep...your distance," he said, his fearfulglance going back and forth between the wounded
womanand this echo of her, whole and strong.

The blinder found his voice now, and began to hush him,but the Oethac rattled on.
"Look at her!" he said. "What the fuck is this, eh? Look at her."
"Just shut your trap," the blinder said. "She's not goingto touch us."

"You don't know that," said the Oethac, picking up thechild with one arm and slinging it over his
shoulder. "It
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wasn't me," he went on, as he backed away. "I never laid afinger on her. I swear. On my scars, |
swear."

Jude ignored his weaselings and took a step towardsQuaisoir. As soon as she moved, the Oethac fled.
The blin? der, however, held his ground, taking courage from hisblade.

"'l do you the same way," he warned. "I don't care whothe fuck you are, I'll do you!"

From behind her, Jude heard Dowd's voice, carrying an authority she'd never heard in it before.

"T'd leave her be if I were you," he said.

His utterance brought a response from Quaisoir. Sheraised her head and turned in Dowd's direction.
Her eyes had not simply been stabbed out but virtually dug fromtheir sockets. Seeing the holes, Jude was

ashamed to havebeen so troubled by the little ache that she felt in sympathy; it was nothing beside
Quaisoir's hurt. Yet the woman'svoice was almost joyful.

"Lord?" she said. "Sweet Lord, is this punishmentenough? Will you forgive me now?"

Neither the nature of the error Quaisoir was makinghere nor its profound irony was lost on Jude. Dowd
was no savior. But he was happy enough to assume that role, itseemed. He replied to Quaisoir with a
delicacy as feigned asthe sonority he'd affected seconds before.

"Of course I'll forgive you," he said. "That's what I'mhere to do."

Jude might have been tempted to disabuse Quaisoir of her illusions there and then, but that the blinder
was use?fully distracted by Dowd's performance.

"Tell me who you are, child," Dowd said.
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"You know who the fuck she is," the blinder spat,"Quaisoir! It's fucking Quaisoir!"

Dowd glanced back at Jude, his expression one of com?prehension rather than shock. Then he looked
again at theblinder.

"So it 1s," he said.

"You know what she's done same as me," the man said. "She deserves worse than this."
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"Worse, you think?" Dowd said, continuing to advance
towards the man, who was nervously passing his knife from
hand to hand, as though he sensed that Dowd's capacity for
cruelty outstripped his own a hundredfold and was prepar?
ing to defend himself if need be.

"What worse would you do?" Dowd said."What she's done to others, over and over.""She did these
things personally, you think?""l wouldn't put it past her," he said. "Who knows whatthe fuck goes on up
there? People disappear, and get washed up again in pieces. . . ." He tried a little smile,plainly nervous
now. "You know she deserved it.""And you?" Dowd asked. "What do you deserve?" "I'm not saying I'm
a hero," the blinder replied. "I'mjust saying she had it coming.""I see," said Dowd.

From Jude's vantage point, what happened next was more a matter of conjecture than observation. She
saw Quaisoir's maimer take a step away from Dowd, repug?nance on his face; then saw him lunge
forward as if to stabDowd through the heart. His attack put him in range of themites, and before his blade
could find Dowd's flesh they must have leapt at the blinder, because he dropped backwith a shout of
horror, his free hand going up to his face.Jude had seen what followed before. The man scrabbled athis
eyes and nostrils and mouth, his legs giving out beneathhim as the mites undid his system from the inside.
He fell at Dowd's feet and rolled around in a fury of frustration, eventually putting his knife into his mouth
and digging bloodily for the things that were unmaking him. The lifewent out of him as he was doing so,
his hand dropping from his face, leaving the blade in his throat as though he'dchoked upon it.

"It's over," Dowd said to Quaisoir, who had wrappedher arms around her shuddering body and was
lying on the ground a few yards from her tormentor's corpse. "He won't hurt you again.""Thank you,
Lord.""The things he accused you of, child?"
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"Yes,"

"Terrible things."

"Yes."

"Are you guilty of them?"

"T am," Quaisoir said. "I want to confess them before Idie. Will you hear me?"

"Twill," Dowd said, oozing magnanimity.
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After being merely a witness to these events as they un?raveled, Jude now stepped towards Quaisoir
and her con?fessor, but Dowd heard her approach and turned to shakehis head.

"I've sinned, my Lord Jesu," Quaisoir was saying. "['vesinned so many times. I beg you to forgive me."

It was the despair Jude heard in her sister's voice, ratherthan Dowd's rebuff, that kept her from making
her pres?ence known. Quaisoir was in extremis, and given that it washer clear desire to commune with
some forgiving spirit,what right did Jude have to intervene? Dowd was not the Christ Quaisoir believed
him to be, but did that matter?What would revealing the father confessor's true identityachieve now,
besides adding to the sum of her sister's suf?fering?

Dowd had knelt beside Quaisoir and had taken her upinto his arms, demonstrating a capacity for
tenderness, or at least for its replication, that Jude would never have believedhim capable of. For her
part, Quaisoir was in bliss, despiteher wounds. She clutched at Dowd's jacket and thankedhim over and
over for doing her this kindness. He hushedher softly, saying there was no need for her to make a cata?

logue of her crimes.

"You have them in your heart, and I see them there," he said. "I forgive them. Tell me instead about your
husband. Where is he? Why hasn't he also come asking for forgive?ness?"

"He didn't believe you were here," Quaisoir said. "I toldhim I'd seen you down at the harbor, but he has
no faith.""None?"

"Only in himself," she said bitterly.Dowd began to rock backward and forward as he plied
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her with further questions, his focus so devoted to his victimhe didn't notice Jude's approach. She envied
Dowd his em?brace, wishing it were her arms Quaisoir was lying in in?stead of his.

"Who is your husband?" Dowd was asking.

"You know who he is," Quaisoir replied. "He's the Au?tarch. He rules the Imajica."
"But he wasn't always Autarch, was he?"

"No."

"So what was he before?" Dowd wanted to know. "Anordinary man?"

"No," she said. "I don't think he was ever an ordinaryman. I don't remember exactly."

He stopped rocking her. "I think you do," he said, histone subtly shifting. "Tell me," he said. "Tell me:
What washe before he ruled Yzordderrex? And what were you?"

"I was nothing," she said simply.

"Then how were you raised so high?"
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"He loved me. From the very beginning, he loved me."
"You did no unholy service to be elevated?" Dowd said.
She hesitated, and he pressed her harder.

"What did you do?" he demanded. "What? What?"There was a distant echo of Oscar in that expletive:
the ser?vant speaking with his master's voice.

Intimidated by this fury, Quaisoir replied. "I visited theBastion of the Banu many times," she confessed.
"Even theAnnex. I went there t00."

"And what's there?"

"Madwomen. Some who killed their spouses, or theirchildren."

"Why did you seek such pitiful creatures out?"

"There are ... powers ... hidden among them."

At this, Jude attended more closely than ever.

"What kind of powers?" Dowd said, voicing the ques?tion she was silently asking.

"I did nothing unholy," Quaisoir protested. "I justwanted to be cleansed. The Pivot was in my dreams.
Everynight, its shadow on me, breaking my back. I only wanted tobe cleansed of it."
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"And were you?" Dowd asked her. Again she didn't an?swer at first, until he pressed her, almost
harshly. "Wereyou?"

"I wasn't cleansed, I was changed," she said. "Thewomen polluted me. I have a taint in my flesh and I
wish itwere out of me." She began to tear at her clothes, till herfingers found her belly and breasts. "I
want it driven out!"she said. "It gave me new dreams, worse than before."

"Calm yourself," Dowd said.

"But [ want it out! I want it out!" A kind of fit had sud?denly taken her, and she flailed so violently in his
arms she fell from them. "I can feel it in me now," she said, her nails raking her breasts.

Jude looked at Dowd, willing him to intervene, but hesimply stood up, staring at the woman's distress,
plainly tak?ing pleasure in it. Quaisoir's self-assault was not theatrics.She was drawing blood from her
skin, still yelling that shewanted the taint out of her. In her agony, a subtle changewas coming over her
flesh, as though she was sweating outthe taint she'd spoken of. Her pores were oozing a sheen of
iridescence, and the cells of her skin were subtly changing color. Jude knew the blue she saw spreading
from her sis?ter's neck, down over her body and up towards her con?torted face. It was the blue of the
stone eye, the blue of theGoddess.

"What is this?" Dowd demanded of his confessee.

Page 12



"Out of me! Out of me!"
"Is this the taint?" He went down on his haunches besideher. "Is it? "
"Drive it out of me!" Quaisoir sobbed, and began as?saulting her poor body afresh.

Jude could endure it no longer. Allowing her sister to dieblissfully in the arms of a surrogate divinity was
one thing. This self-mutilation was quite another. She broke her vowof silence.

"Stop her," she said.

Dowd looked up from his study, drawing his thumbacross his throat to hush her. But it was too late.
Despite herown commotion, Quaisoir had heard her sister speak. Her
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thrashings slowed, and her blind head turned in Jude's di?rection.

"Who's there?" she demanded.

There was naked fury on Dowd's face, but he hushed hersoftly. She would not be placated, however.
"Who's with you, Lord?" she asked him.

With his reply he made an error that unknitted the whole fiction. He lied to her.

"There's nobody," he said.

"I heard a woman's voice. Who's there?"

"T told you," Dowd insisted. "Nobody." He put his hand upon her face. "Now calm yourself. We're
alone."

"No, we're not."

"Do you doubt me, child?" Dowd replied, his voice,after the harshness of his last interrogations,
modulatingwith this question, so that he sounded almost wounded byher lack of faith. Quaisoir's reply
was to silently take hishand from her face, seizing it tightly in her blue, blood-speckled fingers.

"That's better," he said.

Quaisoir ran her fingers over his palm. Then she said,"No scars."

"There'll always be scars," Dowd said, lavishing his bestpontifical manner upon her. But he'd missed the
point other remark.

"There are no scars on your hand," she said.

He retrieved it from her grasp. "Believe in me," he said.
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"No," she replied. "You're not the Man of Sorrows."The joy had gone from her voice. It was thick,
almostthreatening. ""You can't save me," she said, suddenly flail?ing wildly to drive the pretender from her.
"Where's mySavior? I want my Savior!"

"He isn't here," Jude told her. "He never was."

Quaisoir turned in Jude's direction. "Who are you?" shesaid. "I know your voice from somewhere."

"Keep your mouth shut," Dowd said, stabbing his finger in Jude's direction. "Or so help me you'll taste
the mites—"

"Don't be afraid of him," Quaisoir said.
? CLIVE BARKER
"She knows better than that," Dowd replied. "She's seenwhat I can do."

Eager for some excuse to speak, so that Quaisoir couldhear more of the voice she knew but couldn't yet
name,Jude spoke up in support of Dowd's conceit.

"What he says is right," she told Quaisoir. "He can hurtus both, badly. He's not the Man of Sorrows,
sister."

Whether it was the repetition of words Quaisoir had her?self used several times—Man of Sorrows—or
the fact thatJude had called her sister, or both, the woman's sightlessface slackened, the bafflement going
out of it. She liftedherself from the ground.

"What's your name?" she murmured. "Tell me yourname."

"She's nothing," Dowd said, echoing Quaisoir's own de?scription of herself minutes earlier. "She's a dead
woman."He made a move in Jude's direction. "You understand solittle," he said. "And I've forgiven you a
lot for that. But Ican't indulge you any longer. You've spoiled a fine game. I don't want you spoiling any
more."

He put his left hand, its forefinger extended, to his lips.

"I don't have many mites left," he said, "so one will haveto do. A slow unraveling. But even a shadow
like you can beundone."

"I'm a shadow now, am 1?" Jude said to him. "I thoughtwe were the same, you and I? Remember that
speech?"

"That was in another life, lovey," Dowd said. "It's differ?ent here. You could do me harm here. So I'm
afraid it'sgoing to have to be thank you and good night."”

She started to back away from him, wondering as she didso how much distance she would have to put
between themto be out of range of his wretched mites. He watched herretreat with pity on his face.

"No good, lovey," he said. "I know these streets like theback of my hand."

She ignored his condescension and took another back?ward step, her eye fixed on his mouth where the
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mitesnested, but aware that Quaisoir had risen and was standingno more than a yard from her defender.
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"Sister?" the woman said.

Dowd glanced around, distracted from Jude long enoughfor her to take to her heels. He let out a shout

as she fled,and the blind woman lunged towards the sound, grabbinghis arm and neck and dragging him
towards her. The noiseshe made as she did so was like nothing Jude had heardfrom human lips, and she
envied it: a cry to shatter boneslike glass and shake color from the air. She was glad not to be closer, or
it might have brought her to her knees.

She looked back once, in time to see Dowd spit the lethalmite at Quaisoir's empty sockets, and prayed
her sister hadbetter defenses against its harm than the man who'd emp?tied them. Whether or no, she
could do little to help. Betterto run while she had the chance, so that at least one of themsurvived the
cataclysm.

She turned the first corner she came to, and kept turningcorners thereafter, to put as many decisions
between herselfand her pursuer. No doubt Dowd's boast was true; he didindeed know these streets,
where he claimed he'd once tri?umphed, like his own hand. It followed that the sooner shewas out of
them, and into terrain unfamiliar to them both,the more chance she had of losing him. Until then, she hadto
be swift and as nearly invisible as she could make herself.Like the shadow Dowd had dubbed her:
darkness in adeeper dark, flitting and fleeting; seen and gone.

But her body didn't want to oblige. It was weary, besetwith aches and shudders. Twin fires had been set
in herchest, one in each lung. Invisible hounds ripped her heelsbloody. She didn't allow herself to slow
her pace, however, until she'd left the streets of playhouses and brothels behindher and was delivered
into a place that might have stood as a set for a Pluthero Quexos tragedy: a circle a hundredyards wide,
bounded by a high wall of sleek, black stone.The fires that burned here didn't rage uncontrolled, as they
did in so many other parts of the city, but flickered from the tops of the walls in their dozens; tiny white
flames, like night-lights, illuminating the inclined pavement that leddown to an opening in the center of the
circle. She couldonly guess at its function. An entrance into the city's secret
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underworld, perhaps, or a well? There were flowers every?where, most of the petals shed and gone to
rot, slickeningthe pavement beneath her feet as she approached the hole,obliging her to tread with care.
The suspicion grew that ifthis was a well, its water was poisoned with the dead. Obitu?aries were
scrawled on the pavement—names, dates, mes?sages, even crude illustrations—their numbers increasing
the closer to the edge she came. Some had even been in?scribed on the inner wall of the well, by
mourners brave orbroken-hearted enough to dare the drop.

Though the hole exercised the same fascination as a cliffedge, inviting her to peer into its depths, she
refused its peti?tions and halted a yard or two from the lip. There was asickly smell out of the place,
though it wasn't strong. Eitherthe well had not been used of late, or else its occupants lay avery long way
down.

Her curiosity satisfied, she looked around to choose thebest route out. There were no less than eight
exits—nine,including the well—and she went first to the avenue that layopposite the one she'd come in
by. It was dark and smoky, and she might have taken it had there not been signs that itwas blocked by
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rubble some way down its length. She wentto the next, and it too was blocked, fires flickering between
fallen timbers. She was going to the third door when sheheard Dowd's voice. She turned. He was
standing on the farside of the well, with his head slightly cocked and a put-upon expression on his face,
like a parent who'd caught upwith a truant child.

"Didn't I tell you?" he said. "I know these streets." "I heard you."
"It isn't so bad that you came here," he said, wanderingtowards her. "It saves me a mite."

"Why do you want to hurt me?" she said."I might ask you the same question," he said. "You do, don't
you? You'd love to see me hurt. You'd be even hap?pier if you could do the hurting personally. Admit it!"
"T admit it."

"There. Don't I make a good confessor after all? Andthat's just the beginning. You've got some secrets
inyou I
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didn't even know you had." He raised his hand and de?scribed a circle as he spoke. "I begin to see the
perfection ofall this. Things coming round, coming round, back to theplace where it all began. That is: to
her. Or to you; it doesn'tmatter, really. You're the same."

"Twins?" Jude said. "Is that 1t?"

"Nothing so trite, lovey. Nothing so natural. I insulted you, calling you a shadow. You're more
miraculous than that. You're—" He stopped. "Well, wait. This isn't strictlyfair. Here's me telling you what
/ know and getting nothingfrom you."

"I don't know anything," Jude said. "I wish I did."

Dowd stooped and picked up a blossom, one of the fewunderfoot that was still intact. "But whatever
Quaisoirknows you also know," he said. "At least about how it allcame apart."

"How what came apart?"

"The Reconciliation. You were there. Oh, yes, I knowyou think you're just an innocent bystander, but
there's no?body in this, nobody, who's innocent. Not Estabrook, notGodolphin, not Gentle or his mystif.
They've all got confes?sions as long as their arms."

"Even you?" she asked him.

"Ah, well, with me it's different." He sighed, sniffing atthe flower. "I'm an actor chappie. I fake my
raptures. I'dlike to change the world, but I end up as entertainment. Whereas all you /overs" —he spoke
the word contemptu?ously—"who couldn't give a fuck about the world as long asyou're feeling
passionate, you're the ones who make the cit?ies burn and the nations tumble. You're the engines in the
tragedy, and most of the time you don't even know it. Sowhat's an actor chappie to do, if he wants to be
taken seri?ously? I'll tell you. He has to learn to fake his feelings sowell he'll be allowed off the stage and
into the real world.It's taken me a lot of rehearsal to get where I am, believeme. I started small, you
know; very small. Messenger.Spear-carrier. I once pimped for the Unbeheld, but it wasjust a one-night
stand. Then 1 was back serving lovers—"
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"Like Oscar."

16 CLIVE BARKER

"Like Oscar."

"You hated him, didn't you?"

"No, I was simply bored, with him and his whole family.He was so like his father, and his father's father,
and so on,all the way back to crazy Joshua. I became impatient. Iknew things would come around
eventually, and I'd havemy moment, but I got so tired of waiting, and once in awhile I let it show."

"And you plotted."

"But of course. I wanted to hurry things along, towards the moment of my...emancipation. It was all very
cal?culated. But that's me, you see? I'm an artist with the soul ofan accountant."

"Did you hire Pie to kill me?"

"Not knowingly," Dowd said. "I set some wheels in mo?tion, but I never imagined they'd carry us all so
far. I didn'teven know the mystif was alive. But as things went on, Ibegan to see how inevitable all this
was. First Pie's appear?ance. Then your meeting Godolphin, and your falling foreach other. It was all
bound to happen. It was what youwere born to do, after all. Do you miss him, by the way? Tellthe truth."

"I've scarcely thought about him," she replied, surprisedby the truth of this.

"Out of sight, out of mind, eh? Ah, I'm so glad I can'tfeel love. The misery of it. The sheer, unadulterated
mis?ery." He mused a moment, then said, "This is so much likethe first time, you know. Lovers yearning,
worlds trembling.Of course last time I was merely a spear-carrier. This time lintend to be the prince."

"What do you mean, [ was born to fall for Godolphin? Idon't even remember being born."

"I think it's time you did," Dowd said, tossing away theflower as he approached her. "Though these rites
of pas?sage are never very easy, lovey, so brace yourself. At leastyou've picked a good spot. We can
dangle our feet over the edge while we talk about how you came into the world."

"Oh, no," she said. "I'm not going near that hole."

"You think I want to kill you?" he said. "I don't. I just
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want you to unburden yourself of a few memories. That'snot asking too much, is it? Be fair. I've given
you a glimpseof what's in my heart. Now show me yours." He took holdof her wrist "I won't take no for

an answer," he said, anddrew her to the edge of the well.

She'd not ventured this close before, and its proximitywas vertiginous. Though she cursed him for having
thestrength to drag her here, she was glad he had her in a tighthold.

"Do you want to sit?" he said. She shook her head. "Asyou like," he went on. "There's more chance of
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your falling,but it's your decision. You've become a very self-willedwoman, lovey, I've noticed that. You
were malleableenough at the beginning. That was the way you were bred to be, of course."

"T wasn't bred to be anything."

"How do you know?" he said. "Two minutes ago youwere claiming you don't even remember the past.
How doyou know what you were meant to be? Made to be?" Heglanced down the well. "The memory's
in your head some?where, lovey. You just have to be willing to coax it out. [fQuaisoir sought some
Goddess, maybe you did too, even ifyou don't remember it. And if you did, then maybe you'remore than
Joshua's Peachplum. Maybe you've got someplace in the action I haven't accounted for."

"Where would I meet Goddesses, Dowd?" Jude replied."I've lived in the Fifth, in London, in Notting Hill
Gate.There are no Goddesses."

Even as she spoke she thought of Celestine, buried be?neath the Tabula Rasa's tower. Was she a sister
to the dei?ties that haunted Yzordderrex? A transforming force,locked away by a sex that worshiped
fixedness? At thememory of the prisoner, and her cell, Jude's mind grew sud?denly light, as though she'd
downed a whisky on an emptystomach. She had been touched by the miraculous, after all.So if once,
why not many times? If now, why not in her for?gotten past?

"I've got no way back," she said, protesting the difficulty of this as much for her own benefit as Dowd's.
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"It's easy," he replied. "Just think of what it was like to be born."

"[ don't even remember my childhood."

"You had no childhood, lovey. You had no adolescence.Y ou were born just the way you are, overnight.
Quaisoirwas the first Judith, and you, my sweet, are only her replica.Perfect, maybe, but stilt a replica.”

"I won't... I don't... believe you."

"Of course you must refuse the truth at first. It's per?fectly understandable. But your body knows what's
trueand what isn't. You're shaking, inside and out...."

"I'm tired," she said, knowing the explanation was piti?fully weak.
"You're feeling more than weary," Dowd said. "Admitit."

As he pried, she remembered the results of his last reve?lations about her past: how she'd dropped to
the kitchenfloor, hamstrung by invisible knives. She dared not succumbto such a collapse now, with the
well a foot from where she stood, and Dowd knew it.

"You have to face the memories," he was saying. "Justspit them out. Go on. You'll feel better for it, [
promiseyou."”

She could feel both her limbs and her resolve weakeningas he spoke, but the prospect of facing
whatever lay in the darkness at the back of her skull—and however much shedistrusted Dowd, she didn't
doubt there was something hor?rendous there—was almost as terrifying as the thought of the well taking
her. Perhaps it would be better to die hereand now, two sisters extinguished within the same hour, and

Page 18



never know whether Dowd's claims were true or not. Butthen suppose he'd been lying to her all
along—the actorchappie's finest performance yet—and she was not ashadow, not a replica, not a thing
bred to do service, but anatural child with natural parents: a creature unto herself;real, complete? Then
she'd be giving herself to death out offear of self-discovery, and Dowd would have claimed an?other
victim. The only way to defeat him was to call hisbluff; to do as he kept urging her to do and go into the
dark-
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ness at the back of her head, ready to embrace whateverrevelations it concealed. Whichever Judith she
was, shewas; whether real or replica, natural or bred. There was noescape from herself in the living
world. Better to know thetruth, once and for all.

The decision ignited a flame in her skull, and the firstphantoms of the past appeared in her mind's eye.

"Oh, my Goddess," she murmured, throwing back herhead. "What is this? What is this?"

She saw herself lying on bare boards in an empty room, afire burning in the grate, warming her in her
sleep and flat?tering her nakedness with its tuster. Somebody had markedher body while she slept,
daubing upon it a design she rec?ognized—the glyph she'd first seen in her mind's eye whenshe'd made
love with Oscar, then glimpsed again as shepassed between Dominions—the spiraling sign of her flesh,
here painted on flesh itself in half a dozen colors.

She moved in her sleep, and the whorls seemed to leave traces of themselves in the air where she'd
been, their per?sistence exciting another motion, this other in the ring ofsand that bounded her hard bed.
It rose around her like thecurtain of the Borealis, shimmering with the same colors inwhich her glyph had
been painted, as though something ofher essential anatomy was in the very air of the room. Shewas
entranced by the beauty of the sight.

"What are you seeing?" she heard Dowd asking her.

"Me," she said, "lying on the floor...in a circle ofsand...."

"Are you sure it's you?" he said.

She was about to pour scorn on his question, when sherealized its import. Perhaps this wasn't her, but
her sister.

"[s there any way of knowing?" she said.

"You'll soon see," he told her.

So she did. The curtain of sand began to wave more vio?lently, as if seized by a wind unleashed within
the circle.Particles flew from it, intensifying as they were thrownagainst the dark air: motes of the purest
color rising likenew stars, then dropping again, burning in their descent, to?wards the place where she,
the witness, lay. She was lying on
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the ground close to her sister, receiving the rain of color like
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a grateful earth, needing its sustenance if she was to grow
and swell and become fruitful.

"What am I?" she said, following the fall of color tosnatch a glimpse of the ground it was falling upon.

The beauty of what she'd seen so far had lulled her intovulnerability. When she saw her own unfinished
body, theshock threw her out of the remembrance like a blow. Sud-,denly she was teetering on the wall's
edge again, withDowd's hand the only check upon her falling. Icewatersweat filled her pores.

"Don't let me go," she said.

"What are you seeing?" he asked her.

"Is this being born?" she sobbed. "Oh, Christ, is this
being born?"'

"Go back to the memory," he said. "You've begun it, so ,
finish it!" He shook her. "Hear me? Finish it!"”

She saw his face raging before her. She saw the well,yearning behind. And in between, in the firelit room
await?ing her in her head, she saw a nightmare worse than both:her anatomy, barely made, lying in a
circle of perverted en-chantments, raw until the distillates of another woman'sbody put skin on her sinew

and color in that skin, put thetint in her eyes and the gloss on her lips, gave her the samebreasts, belly,
and sex. This was not birth, it was duplication.She was a facsimile, a likeness stolen from a slumbering

original.

"I can't bear it," she said.

"I did warn you, lovey," Dowd replied. "It's never easy,reliving the first moments."
"I'm not even real, " she said.

"Let's stay clear of the metaphysics," came the reply."What you are, you are. You had to know sooner
or later."

"I can't bear it. I can't bear it."
"But you are bearing it," Dowd said. ""You just have totake it slowly. Step by step."
"No more...."

"Yes," he insisted. "A lot more. That was the worst. It'll get easier from now on."
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That was a lie. When memory took her again, almost without her inviting it, she was raising her arms
above her

head, letting the colors congeal around her outstretched fin-gers. Pretty enough, until she let one arm
drop beside her and her new-made nerves felt a presence at her side, sharingthe womb. She turned her
head and screamed."What is it?" Dowd said. "Did the Goddess come?"It was no Goddess. It was
another unfinished thing, gap-ing at her with lidless eyes, putting out its colorless tongue,which was still so
rough it could have licked her new skin offher. She retreated from it, and her fear aroused it, the pale
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anatomy shaken by silent laughter. It too had gatheredmotes of stolen color, she saw, but it had not
bathed inthem; rather, it had caught them in its hands, postponing themoment it attired itself until it had
luxuriated in its flayednakedness.

Dowd was interrogating her again. "Is it the Goddess?"he was asking. "What are you seeing? Speak it
out, woman! Speak it —"

His demand was cut suddenly short. There was a beat of silence, then a cry of alarm so shrill her
conjuring of the cir-

cle and the thing she'd shared it with vanished. She feltDowd's grip on her wrist slip, and her body
toppled. Sheflailed as she fell, and more by luck than design her motionthrew her sideways, along the rim
of the well, rather thanpitching her within. Instantly, she began to slip down the in?cline. She clutched at
the pavement. But the stone had been polished by years of passage, and her body slid towards theedge
as if the depths were calling in a long-neglected debt.Her legs kicked empty air, her hips sliding over the
well's lip

while her fingers sought some purchase, however slight—aname etched a little deeper than the rest; a
rose thorn,

wedged between stones—that would give her some defense against gravity. As she did so she heard
Dowd cry out a sec?ond time, and she looked up to see a miracle.

Quaisoir had survived the mite. The change that hadcome over her flesh when she rose in defiance of

Dowd washere completed. Her skin was the color of the blue eye; herface, so lately maimed, was bright.

But these were little
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changes, beside the dozen ribbons of her substance, severalyards in length, that were unraveled around
her, theirsource her back, their purpose to touch in succession the ground beneath her and raise her up
into a strange flight. The power she'd found in the Bastion was blazing in herand Dowd could only retreat
before it, to the edge of thewell. He kept his silence now, dropping to his knees, prepar-ing to crawl
away beneath the spiraling skirts of filament

Jude felt slip what little hold her fingers had and let out
cry for help.

"Sister?" Quaisoir said.
"Here!" Jude yelled. "Quickly."

As Quaisoir moved towards the well, the tendrils' light-est touch enough to propel her forward, Dowd
made hismove, ducking beneath the tendrils. He'd mistimed his es-cape, however. One of the filaments
caught his shoulderand, spiraling around his neck, pitched him over the edge ofthe well. As he went,
Jude's right hand lost its purchase en-tirely, and she began to slide, a final desperate yell comingfrom her
as she did so. But Quaisoir was as swift in saving asdispatching. Before the well's rim rose to eclipse the
scene above, Jude felt the filaments seize her wrist and arm, theirspirals instantly tightening around her.
She seized them inreturn, her exhausted muscles quickened by the touch, andQuaisoir drew her up over
the edge of the well, depositingher on the pavement. She rolled over onto her back andpanted like a
sprinter at the tape, while Quaisoir's filamentsunknitted themselves and returned to serve their mistress.
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It was the sound of Dowd's begging, echoing up from thewell where he was suspended, that made her
sit up. Therewas nothing in his cries she might not have predicted from aman who'd rehearsed servitude
over so many generations.He promised Quaisoir eternal obedience and utter self-ab?negation if only
she'd save him from this terror. Wasn'tmercy the jewel in any heavenly crown, he sobbed, andwasn't she
an angel?

"No," Quaisoir said. "Nor am I the bride of Christ."

Undeterred, he began a new cycle of descriptions and negotiations: what she was; what he would do for

her, in
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perpetuity. She would find no better servant, no humbler
acolyte. What did she want, his manhood?; it was nothing;
hewould geld himself there and then. She only had to ask.
If Jude had any doubt as to the strength Quaisoir had

gained, she had evidence of it now, as the tendrils drew their prisoner up from the well. He gushed like a
holed bucket as hecame."Thank you, a thousand times, thank you—"

In view now, he was in double jeopardy, Jude saw, hisfeet hanging over empty air and the tendrils
around his throat tight enough to throttle him, had he not relieved their pressure by thrusting his fingers

between noose andneck. Tears poured down his cheeks, in theatrical excess.

"Ladies," he said. "How do I begin to make amends?"Quaisoir's response was another question. "Why
was Imisled by you?" she said. "You're just a man. What do youknow about divinities?"

Dowd looked afraid to reply, not certain which would bemore likely to prove fatal, denial or affirmation.
"Tell her the truth," Jude advised him. "I served the Unbeheld once," he said. "He found me in

the desert and sent me to the Fifth Dominion."  "Why?"

"He had business there."  "What business?"
Dowd began to squirm afresh. His tears had dried up.The drama had gone from his voice.
"He wanted a woman," he said, "to bear him a son in theFifth."
"And you found one?"
"Yes, I did. Her name was Celestine."
"And what happened to her?"
"I don't know. I did what I was asked to do, and—"

"What happened to her?" Quaisoir said again, moreforcefully.

"She died," Dowd replied, trailing that possibility to see if it was challenged. When it wasn't he took it up
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with freshgusto. "Yes, that's what happened. She perished. In child-
24 CLIVEBARKER

birth, so I believe. Hapexamendios impregnated her, yousee, and her poor body couldn't bear the
responsibility."

Dowd's style was by now too familiar to deceive Jude.She knew the music he put into his voice when he
lied, and heard it clearly now. He was well aware that Celestine wasalive. There had been no such music
in his early revelations,however—his talk of procuring for Hapexamendios—whichseemed to indicate
that this was indeed a service he'd donethe God.

"What about the child?" Quaisoir asked him. "Was it ason or a daughter?"

"I don't know," he said. "Truly, I don't."

Another lie, and one his captor sensed. She loosened thenoose, and he dropped a few inches, letting out
a sob of ter?ror and clutching at the filaments in his panic.

"Don't drop me! Please God, don't drop me!"
"What about the child?"

"What do 1 know?" he said, tears beginning again, onlythis time the real thing. "I'm nothing. I'm a
messenger. Aspear-carrier."

"A pimp," she said.

"Yes, that too. I confess it. I'm a pimp! But it's nothing,it's nothing. Tell her, Judith! I'm just an actor
chappie. Afucking worthless actor chappie!"

"Worthless, eh?"

"Worthless!"

"Then good night," Quaisoir said, and let him go.

The noose slipped through his fingers with such sudden?ness he had no time to take a faster hold, and he
droppedlike a dead man from a cut rope, not even beginning toshriek for several seconds, as though
sheer disbelief had si?lenced him until the iris of smoky sky above him had closedalmost to a dot. When

his din finally rose it was high-pitched, but brief.

As it stopped, Jude laid her palms against the pavementand, without looking up at Quaisoir, murmured
her thanks,in part for her preservation but at least as much for Dowd'sdispatch.

"Who was he?" Quaisoir asked.
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"T only know a little part of this," Jude replied.
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"Little by little," Quaisoir said. "That's how we'll under?stand it all. Little...by...little."

Her voice was exhausted, and when Jude looked up she saw the miracle was leaving Quaisoir's cells.
She had sunkto the ground, her unfurled flesh withdrawing into herbody, the beatific blue fading from her
skin. Jude pickedherself up and hobbled from the edge of the hole.

Hearing her footsteps, Quaisoir said, "Where are yougoing?"

"Just away from the well," Jude said, laying her browand her palms against the welcome chill of the wall.
"Doyou know who I am?" she asked Quaisoir, after a little time.

"Yes," came the soft reply. "You're the me I lost. You'rethe other Judith."
"That's right." She turned to see that Quaisoir was smil?ing, despite her pain.

"That's good," Quaisoir said. "If we survive this, maybeyou'll begin again for both of us. Maybe you'll see
the vi?sions I turned my back on."

"What visions?"

Quaisoir sighed. "I was loved by a great Maestro once," she said. "He showed me angels. They used to
come to ourtable in sunbeams. I swear. Angels in sunbeams. And Ithought we'd live forever, and I'd
learn all the secrets of the sea. But I let hurt lead me out of the sun. I let him persuademe the spirits didn't
matter. Only our will mattered, and ifwe willed pain, then that was wisdom. I lost myself in such alittle
time, Judith. Such a little time." She shuddered. "I wasblinded by my crimes before anyone ever took a

knife tome."

Jude looked pityingly on her sister's maimed face."We've got to find somebody to clean your wounds,"
shesaid.

"I doubt there's a doctor left alive in Yzordderrex,"Quaisoir replied. "They're always the first to go in any
rev?olution, aren't they? Doctors, tax collectors, poets...."

"If we can't find anybody else, I'll do it," Jude said, leav-
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ing the security of the wall and venturing back down the in?cline to where Quaisoir sat.

"T thought I saw Jesus Christ yesterday," she said. "Hewas standing on a roof with his arms open wide. I
thoughthe'd come for me, so that I could make my confession, That's why I came here: to find Jesu. I
heard his messen?ger."

"That was me."

"You were...in my thoughts?"

"Yes."

"So I found you instead of Christos. That seems like agreater miracle." She reached out towards Jude,
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who tookher hand. "Isn't it, sister?"

"Tm not sure yet," Jude said. "I was myself this morning.Now what am I? A copy, a forgery."

The word brought Klein's Bastard Boy to mind: Gentle the faker, making profit from other people's
genius. Is thatwhy he'd obsessed upon her? Had he seen in her some sub? tle clue to her true nature and

followed her out of devotionto the sham she was?

"I was happy," she said, thinking back to the good times she'd shared with him. "Maybe I didn't always
realize | washappy, but I was. [ was myself."

"Yousstill are."

"No," she said, as close to despair as she could ever re?member being. "I'm a piece of somebody else."
"We're all pieces," Quaisoir said. "Whether we wereborn or made." Her fingers tightened around Jude's
hand."We're all hoping to be whole again. Will you take me backup to the palace?" she said. "We'll be
safer there thanhere."

"Of course," Jude replied, helping her up.

"Do you know which direction to go?"

She said she did. Despite the smoke and the darkness,the walls of the palace loomed above them,
massive but re?mote.

"We've got quite a climb ahead of us," Jude said. "Itmay take us till morning."

"The night is long in Yzordderrex," Quaisoir replied.
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"It won't last forever," Jude said.
"It will for me."
"I'm sorry. That was thoughtless. I didn't mean—"

"Don't be sorry," Quaisoir said. "I like the dark. I canremember the sun better. Sun, and angels at the
table. Will you take my arm, sister? I don't want to lose you again."

2

in any other place but this,Gentle might have been frus?trated by the sight of so many sealed doors, but
as Lazare-vich led him closer to the Pivot Tower the atmosphere grewso thick with dread he was glad
whatever lay behind thosedoors was locked away. His guide spoke scarcely at all. When he did it was to
suggest that Gentle make the rest ofthe journey alone.

"It's a little way now," he kept saying. "You don't needme any more."
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"That's not the deal," Gentle would remind him, andLazarevich would curse and whine, then head on
some dis?tance in silence, until a shrick down one of the passages, or a glimpse of blood spilled on the
polished floor, made him halt and start his little speech afresh.

At no point in this journey were they challenged. If thesetitanic halls had ever buzzed with activity—and
given thatsmall armies could be lost in them, Gentle doubted thatthey ever had—they were all but
deserted now. Those fewservants and bureaucrats they did encounter were busyleaving, burdened with
hastily gathered belongings as theyhurried down the corridors. Survival was their foremost pri?ority. They
gave the bleeding soldier and his ill-dressedcompanion scarcely a look.

At last they came to a door, this one unsealed, whichLazarevich refused point-blank to enter.
"This is the Pivot Tower," he said, his voice barely audi?ble.

"How do I know you're telling the truth?"

"Can't you feel it?"
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Now it was remarked upon, Gentle did indeed feel a sub?tle sensation, barely strong enough to be
called a tingle, inhis fingertips, testicles, and sinuses.

"That's the tower, I swear," Lazarevich whispered.

Gentle believed him. "All right," he said. ""You've done your duty; you'd better go."
The man grinned. "You mean it?"

"Yes."

"Oh, thank you. Whoever you are. Thank you."

Before he could skip away, Gentle took hold of his armand drew him close. "Tell your children," he said,
"not tobe soldiers. Poets, maybe, or shoeshiners. But not soldiers.Got it?"

Lazarevich nodded violently, though Gentle doubtedhe'd comprehended a word. His only thought was
of escape,and he took to his heels the moment Gentle let go of himand was out of sight in two or three
seconds. Turning to thebeaten brass doors, Gentle pushed them a few inches widerand slipped inside.
The nerve endings in his scrotum andpalms knew that something of significance was nearby—what had
been subtle sensation was almost painful now—even though his eyes were denied sight of it by the murk
ofthe room he'd entered. He stood by the door until he wasable to grasp some sense of what lay ahead.
This was not, it seemed, the Pivot Tower itself but an antechamber of somekind, as stale as a sickroom.
Its walls were bare, its only fur?niture a table upon which a canary cage lay overturned, itsdoor open, its
occupant flown. Beyond the table, anotherdoorway, which he took, led him into a corridor, staler still
than the room he'd left. The source of agitation in his nerveendings was audible now: a steady tone that
might havebeen soothing under other circumstances. Not knowingwhich direction it was coming from, he
turned to his rightand crept down the corridor. A flight of stairs curved out ofsight to his left. He chose
not to take them, his instinct re?warded by a glimmer of light up ahead. The Pivot's tone be?came less
insistent as he advanced, suggesting this route wasa cul-de-sac, but he headed on towards the light to be
cer-
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tain Pie was not being held prisoner in one of these ante?chambers.

As he came within half a dozen strides of the room some?body moved across the doorway, flitting
through his field ofvision too quickly to be seen. He flattened himself againstthe wall and edged towards
the room. A wick, set in a bowlof oil on a table, shed the light he'd been drawn to. Besideit, several
plates contained the remains of a meal. When hereached the door he waited there for the man—the night
watch, he supposed—to come back into view. He had nowish to kill him unless it was strictly necessary.
There'd beenough widows and orphans in Yzordderrex by tomorrow morning without his adding to the
sum. He heard the manfart, not once but several times, with the abandon of some?one who believed
himself alone, then heard him open an?other door, his footsteps receding.

Gentle chanced a glance around the doorjamb. Theroom was empty. He quickly stepped inside,
intending totake from the table the two knives that were lying there. Onone of the plates was an already
rifled assortment of can?dies. He couldn't resist.

He picked the most luscious and had it to his mouthwhen the man behind said, "Rosengarten?"

He looked around, and as his gaze settled on the faceacross the room his jaw clenched in shock,
breaking on thecandy between his teeth. Sight and sugar mingled, tongueand eye feeding such a
sweetness to his brain he reeled.

The face before him was a living mirror: Ais eyes, hisnose, his mouth, Ais hairline, his bearing, his
bafflement, hisfatigue. In everything but the cut of his coat and the muckbeneath his fingernails, another
Gentle. But not by thatname, surely.

Swallowing the sweet liqueur from the candy, Gentlevery slowly said, "Who ... in God's name...are
you?"

The shock was draining from the other's face, andamusement replacing it. He shook his head. ". . . damn
kreauchee ..."

"That's your name?" Gentle replied. "Damn Kreau?chee?"
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He'd heard stranger in his travels. But the question only served to amuse the other more.

"Not a bad idea," he replied. "There's enough in my sys?tem. The Autarch Damn Kreauchee. That's got
aring to it."

Gentle spat the candy from his mouth. "Autarch?" hesaid.
The amusement fled from the other's face. "You'vemade your point, wisp. Now fuck off." He closed his
eyes."Get a hold of yourself," he half whispered. "It's the fuck?ing kreauchee. It's happened before, it'll

happen again."

Now Gentle understood. "You think you're dreamingme, don't you?" he said.
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The Autarch opened his eyes, angered to find the hallu?cination still hanging around. "I told you—" he
said.

"What is this kreauchee? Some kind of alcohol? Dope? Do you think I'm a bad trip? Well, I'm not."
He started towards the other, who retreated in alarm.

"Go on," Gentle said, extending his hand. "Touch me.I'm real. I'm here. My name's John Zacharias, and
I'vecome a long way to see you. I didn't think that was the rea?son, but now I'm here, I'm sure it was."

The Autarch raised his fists to his temples, as if to beatthis drug dream from his brain.

"This isn't possible," he said. There was more than dis?belief in his voice; there was an unease that was
close tofear. "You can't be here. Not after all these years."

"Well, I am," said Gentle. "I'm as confused as you, be?lieve me. But I'm here."

The Autarch studied him, turning his head this way andthat, as though he still expected to find some angle
fromwhich to view the visitor that would reveal him as an appari?tion. But after a minute of such study he
gave it up and sim?ply stared at Gentle, his face a maze of furrows.

"Where did you come from?" he said slowly.
"I think you know," Gentle replied.

"The Fifth?"

"Yes."

"Y ou came to bring me down, didn't you? Why didn't Isee it? You started this revolution! You were out
in the
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streets, sowing the seeds! No wonder I couldn't root therebels out. I kept wondering: Who is it? Who's
out there,plotting against me? Execution after execution, purge after purge, and I never got to the one at
the heart of it. The one who was as clever as me. The nights I lay awake thinking:Who is it? Who? I
made a list as long as my arm. But never you, Maestro. Never Sartori."”

Hearing the Autarch name himself was shockingenough, but this second naming bred utter rebellion in
Gen?tle's system. His head filled with the same din that had besethim on the platform at Mai-ke, and his
belly disgorged itscontents in one bilious heave. He put his hand out to thetable to steady himself and
missed the edge, slipping to thefloor where his vomit was already spattered. Floundering in his own mess,
he tried to shake the noise from his head, butall he did was unknot the confusion of sounds and let the
words they concealed slip through.

Sartori!He was Sartori! He didn't waste breath ques?tioning the name. It was his, and he knew it. And
whatworlds there were in that naming: more confounding thananything the Dominions had unveiled,
opening before himlike windows blown wide and shattered, never to be closedagain.
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He heard the name spoken out of a hundred memories.A woman sighed it as she begged him back into
her dishev?eled bed. A priest beat out the syllables on his pulpit,prophesying damnation. A gambler blew
it into his cuppedhands to bless his dice. Condemned men made prayers of it;drunkards, mockery;
carousers, songs.

Oh, but he'd been famous! At St. Bartholomew Fairthere'd been troupes who'd filled their purses, telling
his lifeas farce. A bordello in Bloomsbury had boasted a sometimenun driven to nymphomania by his
touch, who would chanthis conjurations (so she said) as she was fucked. He was aparadigm of all things
fabulous and forbidden: a threat toreasoning men; to their wives, a secret vice. And to the chil? dren—the
children, trailing past his house after the bea?dle—he was a thyme:
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Maestro Sartori

Wants a bit o'glory.

He loves the cats,

He loves the dogs,

He turns the ladies into frogs,

He made some hats

Of baby rats;

But that's another story.

This chant, repeated in his head in the piping voices ofparish orphans, was worse in its way than the
pulpit curses, or the sobs, or the prayers. It rolled on and on, in its fatuousway, gathering neither meaning
nor music as it went. Likehis life, without this name: motion without purpose.

"Had you forgotten?" the Autarch asked him.

"Oh, yes," Gentle replied, unbidden and bitter laughtercoming to his lips with the reply. "I'd forgotten."
Even now, with the voices rebaptizing him with theirclamor, he could scarcely believe it. Had this body
of hissurvived two hundred years and more in the Fifth Domin?ion, while his mind went on deceiving
itself: holding only a decade of life in its consciousness and hiding the rest away?Where had he lived all
those years? Who had he been? Ifwhat he'd just heard was true, this act of remembering wasjust the first.
There were two centuries of memories con?cealed in his brain somewhere, waiting to be discovered. No
wonder Pie had kept him in ignorance. Now that he knew,madness was very close.

He got to his feet, holding on to the table for support. "IsPie 'oh' pah here?" he said.

"The mystif? No. Why? Did it come with you from the Fifth?"

"Yes, it did."
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A twitch of a smile returned to the Autarch's face."Aren't they exquisite creatures?" he said. "T've had
one ortwo myself. They're an acquired taste, but once you've got ityou never really lose it again. But no, |
haven't seen it."

"Judith, then?"

"Ah." He sighed. "Judith. I assume you mean Godol-
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phin's lady? She went by a lot of names, didn't she? Mindyou, we all did. What do they call you these
days?"

"I told you. John Furie Zacharias. Or Gentle."

"T have a few friends who know me as Sartori. I'd like to number you among them. Or do you want the
name back?"

"Gentle will do. We were talking about Judith. I saw herthis morning, down by the harbor."

"Did you see Christ down there?"

"What are you talking about?"

"She came back here saying she'd seen the Man of Sor?rows. She had the fear of the Lord in her. Crazy
bitch." Hesighed. "It was sad, really, to see her that way. I thought it was just too much kreauchee at first,

but no. She'd finallylost her mind. It was running out of her ears."

"Who are we talking about?" Gentle said, thinking oneor the other of them had mislaid the path of the
conversa?tion.

"I'm talking about Quaisoir, my wife. She came with mefrom the Fifth."

"I was talking about Judith."

"So was 1"

"Are you saying—"

"There are two. You made one of them yourself, forGod's sake, or have you forgotten that too?"

"Yes. Yes, I'd forgotten."

"She was beautiful, but she wasn't worth losing thelmajica for. That was your big mistake. You should
haveserved your hand and not your rod. Then I'd never havebeen born, and God would be in His
heaven, and you'd be Pope Sartori. Ha! Is that why you came back? To becomepope? It's too late,
brother. By tomorrow morning Yzord-derrex will be a heap of smoking ash. This is my last nighthere. I'm

going to the Fifth. I'm going to build a new empirethere."

HWhy?H
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"Don't you remember the rhyme they used to sing? Forglory's sake."
"Haven't you had enough of that?"

"You tell me. Whatever's in my heart was plucked from
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yours. Don't tell me you haven't dreamed of power. Youwere the greatest Maestro in Europe. There
was nobodycould touch you. That didn't all evaporate overnight."

He moved towards Gentle for the first time in this ex?change, reaching out to lay his steady hand on
Gentle'sshoulder.

"[ think you should see the Pivot, brother Gentle," hesaid. "That'll remind you of what power feels like.
Are you steady on your feet?""Reasonably." "Come on, then."

He led the way back into the passage, to the flight ofstairs Gentle had declined to take. Now he did so,
followingSartori around the curve of the staircase to a door without ahandle.

"The only eyes laid on the Pivot since the tower was builtare mine," he said. "Which has made it very
sensitive toscrutiny."

"My eyes are yours,'l Gentle reminded him."It'll know the difference," Sartori replied. "It'll want to. . .
probe you." The sexual subtext of this wasn't lost onhim. "You'll just have to He back and think of
England," hesaid. "It's over quickly."

So saying he licked his thumb and laid it on the rectangle of slate-colored stone set in the middle of the
door, inscrib?ing a figure in spittle upon it. The door responded to thesignal. Its locks began to grind into
motion.

"Spit too, huh?" Gentle said. "I thought it was justbreath."

"You use pneuma?" Sartori said. "Then I should be ableto. But I haven't got the trick of it. You'll have to
teach me,and I'll... remind you of a few sways in return.""I don't understand the mechanics of it.""Then
we'll learn together," Sartori replied. "The prin?ciples are simple enough. Matter and mind, mind and

mat?ter. Each transforming the other. Maybe that's what we regoing to do. Transform one another."

With that thought, Sartori put his palm on the door andpushed it open. Though it was fully six inches
thick it moved

IMAIJICA 35
without a sound, and with an extended hand Sartori invited Gentle to enter, speaking as he did so.
"It's said that Hapexamendios set the Pivot in the middleof the Imajica so that His fertility would flow

from it intoevery Dominion." He lowered his voice, as if for an indis? cretion. "In other words," he said.
"This is the phallus of the Unbeheld."
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Gentle had seen this tower from the outside, of course; itsoared above every other pylon and dome in
the palace. Buthe hadn't grasped its enormity until now. It was a squarestone tower, seventy or eighty
feet from side to side and so tall that the lights blazing in the walls to illuminate its soleoccupant receded
like cat's eyes in a highway till sheer dis? tance dimmed then erased them. An extraordinary sight: but
nothing beside the monolith around which the towerhad been constructed. Gentle had been steeling
himself foran assault when the door was opened: the tone he'd heard inhis skull as he'd crept along the
passage below rattling histeeth, the charge burning in his fingers. But there was noth?ing, not even a
murmur, which was in its way more distress? ing. The Pivot knew he was here in its chamber but was
keeping its counsel, silently assessing him as he assessed it.

There were several shocks. The first, and the least, how beautiful it was, its sides the color of
thunderclouds, hewnso that seams of brightness flowed in them like hidden light?ning. The second, that it
was not set on the ground but hov?ered, in all its enormity, ten feet from the floor of the tower,casting a
shadow so dense that the dark air was almost aplinth.

"Impressive, huh?" Sartori remarked, his cocky tone asinappropriate as laughter at an altar. ""You can
walk under?neath it. Go on. It's quite safe."

Gentle was reluctant, but he was all too aware that hisother was watching for his weaknesses, and any
sign of fearnow might be used against him later. Sartori had alreadyseen him sickened and down on his
knees; he didn't wantthe bastard to get another glimpse of frailty.

"Aren't you coming with me?" he said, glancing aroundat the Autarch.
36 CL1VE BARKER
"It's a very private moment," the other replied, andstood back to let Gentle venture into the shadow.

It was like stepping back into the wastes of the Jokalay-lau. Cold cut him to the marrow. His breath was
snatchedfrom his lungs and appeared before him in a bitter cloud.Gasping, he turned his face to the
power above him, hismind divided between the rational urge to study the phe?nomenon and the barely
controllable desire to drop to his knees and beg it not to crush him. The heaven above him had five sides,
he saw. One for each Dominion, perhaps.And like the hewn flanks, flickers of lightning appeared in it
here and there. But it wasn't simply a trick of seam and shadow that gave the stone the look of a
thundercloud. There was motion in it, the solid rock roiling above him. He threw a glance towards Sartor,
who was standing at the door, casually putting a cigarette between his lips. Theflame he struck to light it
with was a world away, but Gentle didn't envy him its warmth. Icy as this shadow was, he wanted the
stone sky to unfurl above him and deliver itsjudgment down; he wanted to see whatever power the Pivot
possessed unleashed, if only to know that such powers andsuch judgments existed. He looked away
from Sartori al?most contemptuously, the thought shaping in his head thatfor all the other's talk of
possessing this monolith, the yearsit had spent in this tower were moments in its incalculablespan, and he
and Sartori would have come and gone, theirlittle mark eroded by those that followed, in the time it took
the stone to blink its cloudy eye.

Perhaps it read that thought from his cortex and ap?proved, because the light, when it came, was kind.
Therewas sun in the stone as well as lightning, warmth as well as akilling fire. It brightened the mantle,
then fell in shafts, first around him, then upon his upturned face. The moment hadantecedents: events in
the Fifth that had prophesied this,their parent's, coming. He'd stood on Highgate Hill once,when the city
road was still a muddy track, and looked up to see the clouds drop glory down as they were doing now.
He'd gone to the window of his room in Gamut Street and seen the same. He'd watched the smoke clear
after a night
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of bombing—1941, the Blitz at its height—and seeing thesun burn through, had known in some place
too tender to betouched that he'd forgotten something momentous, andthat if he ever remembered—if a
light like this ever burnedthe veil away—the world would unravel.

That conviction came again, but this time there was morethan a vague unease to support it. The tone that
hadsounded in his skull had come again, attendant on the light,and in it, described by the subtlest variation
in its monot?ony, he heard words.

The Pivot was addressing him.

Reconciler,it said.

He wanted to cover his ears and shut the word out. Dropto the ground like a prophet begging to be
unburdened ofsome divine duty. But the word was inside as well as out. There was no escaping it.

The work's not finished yet,the Pivot said.

"What work?" he said.

Y ou know what work.

He did, of course. But so much pain had come with thatlabor, and he was ill equipped to bear it again.
Why deny it?the Pivot said.

He stared up into the brightness. "I failed before, and somany people died. I can't do it again. Please. I
can't."

What did you come here for?the Pivot asked him, its voice so tenuous he had to hold his breath to catch
theshape of the words. The question took him back to Taylor's bedside, to that plea for comprehension.

"To understand ..." he said.

To understand what?

"I can't put it into words...it sounds so pitiful...."

Say it.

"To understand why [ was born. Why anybody's born."
You know why you were born.

"No, I don't. I wish I did, but I don't."

You're the Reconciler of Dominions. You 're the healer of the Imajica. Hide from that, and you hide
from understand? ing. Maestro, there's a worse anguish than remembering, and another suffers it because
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you leave your work unfinished.
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Go back into the Fifth Dominion and complete what youbegan. Make the many One. This is the only
salvation.

The stone sky began to roil again, and the clouds closedover the sun. With the darkness, the cold
returned, but hedidn't relinquish his place in the Pivot's shadow for severalseconds, still hoping some
crack would open and the Godspeak a last consoling word, a whisper perhaps, of how thisonerous duty
might be passed to another soul more readilyequipped to accomplish it. But there was nothing. The vi?
sion had passed, and all he could do was wrap his armsaround his shuddering frame and stumble out to
where Sar-tori stood. The other's cigarette lay smoking at his feet,where it had dropped from his fingers.
By the expression onhis face it was apparent that even if he'd not comprehendedevery detail of the
exchange that had just taken place, hehad the gist.

"The Unbeheld speaks," he said, his voice as flat as theGod's.

"I don't want this," Gentle said.

"I don't think this is any place to talk about denyingHim," Sartori said, giving the Pivot a queasy glance.

"I didn't say [ was denying Him," Gentle replied. "Just that I didn't want it."

"Still better discussed in private," Sartori whispered,turning to open the door.

He didn't lead Gentle back to the mean little roomwhere they'd met, but to a chamber at the other end of
the passageway, which boasted the only window he'd seen inthe vicinity. It was narrow and dirty, but not
as dirty as thesky on the other side. Dawn had begun to touch the clouds,but the smoke that still rose in
curling columns from thefires below all but canceled its frail light.

"This isn't what I came for," Gentle said as he stared outat the murk. "I wanted answers."

"You've had 'em."

"I have to take what's mine, however foul it is?"

"Not yours, ours. The responsibility. The pain"—hepaused—"and the glory, of course."

Gentle glanced at him. "It's mine," he said simply.
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Sartori shrugged, as though this were of no consequenceto him whatsoever. Gentle saw his own wiles
working in that simple gesture. How many times had he shrugged inprecisely that fashion—raised his
eyebrows, pursed his lips,looked away with feigned indifference? He let Sartori be?lieve the bluff was
working.

"I'm glad you understand," he said. "The burden'smine."
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"You've failed before."

"But I came close," Gentle said, feigning access to a memory he didn't yet have in the hope of coaxing an
in?formative rebuttal.

"Close isn't good enough," Sartori said. "Close is lethal. A tragedy. Look what it did to you. The great
Maestro. Youcrawl back here with half your wits missing."

"The Pivot trusts me."
That struck a tender place. Suddenly Sartori was shout?ing.

"Fuck the Pivot! Why should you be the Reconciler? Huh? Why? One hundred and fifty years I've ruled
thelmajica. I know how to use power. You don't."

"[s that what you want?" Gentle said, trailing the bait ofthat possibility. "You want to be the Reconciler in
myplace?"

"I'm better equipped than you," Sartori raged. "Allyou're good for is sniffing after women."

"And what are you? Impotent?"

"I know what you're doing. I'd do the same. You're stir?ring me up, so I'll spill my secrets. I don't care.
There'snothing you can do I can't do better. You wasted all thoseyears, hiding away, but I used them. |
turned myself into an empire builder. What did you do?" He didn't wait for an answer. He knew his
subject too well. "You've learnednothing. If you began the Reconciliation now, you'd makethe same
mistakes."

"And what were they?"

"It comes down to one," Sartori said. "Judith. If youhadn't wanted her—" He stopped, studying his
other. "Youdon't even remember that, do you?"
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"No," Gentle said. "Not yet."

"Let me tell you, brother," Sartori said, coming face toface with Gentle. "It's a sad story."
"I don't weep easily."

"She was the most beautiful woman in England. Somepeople said, in Europe. But she belonged to
Joshua Godol?phm, and he guarded her like his soul."

"They were married?"

"No. She was his mistress, but he loved her more thanany wife. And of course he knew what you felt,
you didn'tdisguise it, and that made him afraid—oh, God, was heafraid—that sooner or later you were
going to seduce herand spirit her away. It'd be easy. You were the Maestro Sar?tori; you could do
anything. But he was one of your patrons,so you bided your tune, thinking maybe he'd tire of her, and
then you could have her without bad blood between you. Itdidn't happen. The months went by, and his
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devotion was asintense as ever. You'd never waited this long for a womanbefore. You started to suffer
like a lovesick adolescent. Youcouldn't sleep. Your heart palpitated at the sound of hervoice. This wasn't
good for the Reconciliation, of course, having the Maestro pining away, and Godolphin came towant a
solution as badly as you did. So when you found one,he was ready to listen."

"What was it?"
"That you make another Judith, indistinguishable fromthe first. You had the feits to do it."
"Then he'd have one ..."

"And so would you. Simple. No, not simple. Very diffi?cult. Very dangerous. But those were heady
days. Domin?ions hidden from human eyes since the beginning of timewere just a few ceremonies away.
Heaven was possible.Creating another Judith seemed like small potatoes. Youput it to him, and he
agreed—"

"Just like that?"

"You sweetened the pill. You promised him a Judith bet?ter than the first. A woman who wouldn't age,
wouldn't tireof his company or the company of his sons, or the sons of hissons. This Judith would belong
to the men of the Godolphin
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family in perpetuity. She'd be pliant, she'd be modest, she'dbe perfect.”
"And what did the original think of this?"

"She didn't know. You drugged her, you took her up tothe Meditation room in the house in Gamut
Street, you lit ablazing fire, stripped her naked, and began the ritual. Youanointed her; you laid her in a
circle of sand from the mar?gin of the Second Dominion, the holiest ground in thelmajica. Then you said
your prayers, and you waited." Hepaused, enjoying this telling. "It is, let me remind you, along
conjuration. Eleven hours at the minimum, watchingthe doppelgSnger grow in the circle beside its source.
You'dmade sure there was nobody else in the house, of course,not even your precious mystif. This was a
very secret ritual. So you were alone, and you soon got bored. And when yougot bored, you got drunk.
So there you were, sitting in theroom with her, watching her perfection in the firelight, ob?sessing on her
beauty. And eventually—half out of yourmind with brandy—you made the biggest mistake of your life.
You tore off your clothes, you stepped into the circle,and you did about everything a man can do to a
woman,even though she was comatose, and you were hallucinatingwith fasting and drink. You didn't fuck
her once, you did itover and over, as though you wanted to get up inside her.Over and over. Then you
fell into a stupor at her side."

Gentle began to see the error looming. "I fell asleep inthe circle?" he said.
"In the circle."
"And you were the consequence."

"I was. And let me tell you, it was quite a birth. Peoplesay they don't remember the moment they came
into theworld, but I do. I remember opening my eyes in the circle,with her beside me, and these rains of
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matter coming downon me, congealing around my spirit. Becoming bone.Becoming flesh." All expression
had gone from his face. "[remember," he said, "at one point she realized she wasn'talone and she turned
and saw me lying beside her. I was un?finished. An anatomy lesson, raw and wet. I've never for?gotten
the noise she made—"
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"[ didn't wake up through any of this?"

"You'd crawled away downstairs to douse your head,and you'd fallen asleep. I know because I found
you, lateron, sprawled on the dining room table."

"The conjuration still worked, even though I'd left thecircle?"

"You're quite the technician, aren't you? Yes, it stillworked. You were an easy subject. It took hours to
decodeludith and make ker doppelganger. But you were incandes?cent. The sway read you in minutes
and made me in a cou?ple of hours."

"You knew who you were from the beginning?"

"Oh, yes. [ was you, in your lust. I was you, full ofdrunken visions. I was you, wanting to fuck and fuck,
andconquer and conquer. But I was also you when you'd doneyour worst, with your balls empty and
your head empty, likedeath had got in, sitting there between her legs trying to re?member what it was you
were living for. I was that man too,and it was terrifying to have both those feelings in me at the same
time."

He paused a moment.

"It still is, brother."

"I would have helped you, surely, if I'd known what I'ddone."

"Or put me out of my misery," Sartori said. "Taken meinto the garden and shot me like a rabid dog. I
didn't know what you'd do. I went downstairs. You were snoring like atrooper. I watched you for a long
while, wanting to wakeyou, wanting to share the terror I felt, but Godolphin ar?rived before I got up the
courage. It was just before dawn.He'd come to take Judith home. I hid myself. I watchedGodolphin
wake you; [ heard you talk together, I saw youclimb the stairs like two expectant fathers and go into the

Meditation Room. Then I heard your whoops of celebra?tion, and I knew once and for all that I wasn't
an intendedchild."

"What did you do?"

"I stole some money and some clothes. Then I made my escape. The fear passed after a time. I began to
realize what
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I was, the knowledge I possessed. And I realized I had this... appetite. Your appetite. I wanted glory."

"And this is what you did to get it?" Gentle said, turning back to the window. The devastation below was
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clearer by the minute, as the comet's light strengthened. "Brave work,brother."

"This was a great city once. And there'll be others, just asgreat. Greater, because this time there'll be two
of us tobuild it. And two of us to rule."

"You've got me wrong," Gentle said. "I don't want anempire."

"But it's bound to come," Sartori said, fired up with thisvision. ""You're the Reconciler, brother. You're
the healerof the Imajica. You know what that could mean for us both?If you reconcile the Dominions
there'll have to be one greatcity—a new Yzordderrex—to rule it from end to end. I'llfound it and
administrate it, and you can be pope."

"I don't want to be pope."

"What do you want then?"

"Pie 'oh' pah for one. And some sense of what all thismeans."

"Being born to be the Reconciler's enough meaning for anyone. It's all the purpose you need. Don't run
from it."

"And what were you born to do? You can't build citiesforever." He glanced out at the desolation. "Is that
whyyou've destroyed it?" he said. "So you can start again?"

"I didn't destroy it. There was a revolution."

"Which you fueled, with your massacres," Gentle said."l was in a little village called Beatrix, a few weeks
ago—"

"Ah, yes. Beatrix." Sartori drew a heavy breath. "It wasyou, of course. | knew somebody was watching
me, but Ididn't know who. The frustration made me cruel, I'mafraid,"

"You call that cruel? I call it inhuman."

"It may take you a little time to understand, but everynow and again such extremes are necessary."

"I knew some of those people."

"You won't ever have to dirty your hands with that kind of unpleasantness. I'll do whatever's necessary."
44 CLIVE BARKER

"So will " said Gentle.

Sartori frowned. "Is that a threat?" he said.

"This began with me, and it'll end with me."

"But which me, Maestro? That one"—he pointed at Gentle—"or this? Don't you see, we weren't meant

to be enemies. We can achieve so much more if we work to?gether." He put his hand on Gentle's
shoulder. "We weremeant to meet this way. That's why the Pivot kept silent all these years. It was
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waiting for you to come, and us to be reunited." His face slackened. "Don't be my enemy," hesaid. "The
thought of—"

A cry of alarm from outside the room cut him short. Heturned from Gentle and started towards the door
as a sol?dier appeared in the passageway beyond, his throat opened,his hand ineptly staunching the
spurts. He stumbled and fell against the wall, sliding to the ground.

"The mob must be here," Sartori remarked, with a hint of satisfaction. "It's time to make your decision,
brother. Do we go on from here together, or shall I rule the Fifthalone?"

A new din rose, loud enough to blot out any further ex?change, and Sartori left off his counseling,
stepping out intothe passageway.

"Stay here," he told Gentle. "Think about it while youwait."

Gentle ignored the instruction. As soon as Sartori wasaround the corner, he followed. The commotion
died awayas he did so, leaving only the low whistle from the soldier's windpipe to accompany his pursuit.
Gentle picked up his pace, suddenly fearing that an ambush awaited his other. No doubt Sartori
deserved death. No doubt they both did.But there was a good deal he hadn't prized from his brother yet,
especially concerning the failure of the Reconciliation. He had to be preserved from harm, at least until
Gentle had every clue to the puzzle out of him. The time would come for them both to pay the penalty for
their excesses. But itwasn't yet.

As he stepped over the dead soldier, he heard the mys-tif's voice. The single word it said was: "Gentle."

IMAIJICA 45

Hearing that tone—Ilike no other he'd heard or dreamt—all concern for Sartori's preservation, or his
own, was over?whelmed. His only thought was to get to the place where themystif was; to lay his eyes
on it and his arms around it. They'd been parted for far too long. Never again, he sworeto himself as he
ran. Whatever edicts or obligations were setbefore them, whatever malice sought to divide them, never
again would he let the mystif go.

He turned the corner. Ahead lay the doorway that led out into the antechamber. Sartori was on the other
side,partially eclipsed, but hearing Gentle's approach he turned, glancing back into the passageway. The
smile of welcomehe was wearing for Pie 'oh' pah decayed, and in two strides he was at the door to slam
it in his maker's face. Realizing he was outpaced, Gentle yelled Pie's name, but the doorwas closed
before the syllable was out, plunging Gentle into almost total darkness. The oath he'd made seconds
before was broken; they were divided again, before they could even be reunited. In his rage Gentle threw
himself againstthe door, but like everything else in this tower it was built to last a millennium. However
hard he hit it, all he got was bruises. They hurt; but the memory of Sartori's leer when he'd talked about
his taste for mystifs stung more. Evennow, the mystif was probably in Sartori's arms. Embraced,kissed,
possessed.

He threw himself against the door one final time, then gave up on such primitive assaults. Drawing a
breath, heblew it into his fist and slammed the pneuma against the door the way he'd learned to do in the
Jokalaylau. It hadbeen a glacier beneath his hand on that first occasion, and the ice had cracked only
after several attempts. This time,either because his will to be on the other side of the doorwas stronger
than his desire to free the women in the ice, orsimply because he was the Maestro Sartori now, a named
man who knew at least a little about the power he wielded,the steel succumbed at the first blow, and a

Page 39



jagged crackopened in the door.

He heard Sartori shouting on the other side, but he didn't waste time trying to make sense of it. Instead
he
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delivered a second pneuma against the fractured steel, andthis time his hand passed all the way through
the door aspieces flew from beneath his palm. He put his fist to hismouth a third time, smelling his own
blood as he did so, butwhatever harm this was doing him, it had not yet registeredas pain. He caught a
third breath and delivered it against thedoor with a yell that wouldn't have shamed a samurai. Thehinges
shrieked, and the door flew open. He was through itbefore it had struck the floor, only to find the
antechamberbeyond deserted, at least by the living. Three corpses, com?panions to the soldier who'd
raised the alarm, lay sprawledon the floor, all opened with single slashes. He leapt overthem to the door,
his broken hand adding its drops to thepools he trod.

The corridor beyond was rank with smoke, as thoughsomething half rotted was burning in the bowels of
the pal?ace. But through the murk, fifty yards from him, he saw Sar-tori and Pie 'oh' pah. Whatever
fiction Sartori had inventedto dissuade the mystif from completing its mission, it hadproved potent. They
were racing from the tower without somuch as a backward glance, like lovers just escaped fromdeath's
door.

Gentle drew breath, not to issue a pneuma this time but acall. He shouted Pie's name down the
passageway, thesmoke dividing as his summons went, as though the sylla?bles from a Maestro's mouth
had a literal presence. Piestopped and looked back. Sartori took hold of the mystif sarm as if to hurry it
on, but Pie's eyes had already foundGentle, and it refused to be ushered away. Instead itshrugged off
Sartori's hold and took a step in Gentle's di?rection. The curtain of smoke divided by his cry had come
together again and made a blur of the mystif's face, butGentle read its confusion from its body. It seemed
not toknow whether to advance or retreat.

"It's me!" Gentle called. "It's me!"

He saw Sartori at the mystif's shoulder and caught frag?ments of the warnings he was whispering:
something aboutthe Pivot having hold of their heads.
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"I'm not an illusion, Pie," Gentle said as he advanced."This is me. Gentle. I'm real."
The mystif shook its head, looking back at Sartori, thenagain at Gentle, confounded by the sight.

"It's just a trick," Sartori said, no longer bothering towhisper. "Come away, Pie, before it really gets a
hold. Itcan make us crazy."

Too late, perhaps, Gentle thought. He was close enough to see the look on the mystif's face now, and it
was lunatic: eyes wide, teeth clenched, sweat making red rivulets of theblood spattered on its cheek and
brow. The sometime assas?sin had long since lost its appetite for slaughter—that much had been
apparent back in the Cradle, when it had hesitatedto kill though their lives had depended upon it—but it
haddone so here, and the anguish it felt was written in everyfurrow of its face. No wonder Sartori had
found it so easy tomake the mystif forsake its mission. It was teetering onmental collapse. And now,

Page 40



confronted with two faces itknew, both speaking with the voice of its lover, it was losingwhat little
equilibrium it had left.

Its hand went to its belt, from which hung one of the rib?bon blades the execution squad had wielded.
Gentle heardit sing as it came, its edge undulled by the slaughter it hadalready committed.

Behind the mystif, Sartori said, "Why not? It's only ashadow."

Pie's crazed look intensified, and it raised the flutteringblade above its head. Gentle halted. Another step
and hewas in range of the blade; nor did he doubt that Pie wasready to use it.

"Go on!" Sartori said. "Kill it/ One shadow more orless...."

Gentle glanced towards Sartori, and that tiny motionseemed enough to spur the mystif. It came at
Gentle, theblade whining. He threw himself backwards to avoid theswipe, which would have opened his
chest had it caughthim, but the mystif was determined not to make the sameerror twice, and closed the
gap between them with a stride.Gentle retreated, raising his arms in surrender, but the mys-
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tif was indifferent to such signs. It wanted this madnessgone, and quickly.
"Pie?" Gentle gasped. "It's me! It's me! I left you at theKesparate! Remember that?"

Pie swung again, not once but twice, the second slash catching Gentle's upper arm and chest, opening
the coat,shirt, and flesh beneath. Gentle pivoted on his heel to avoidthe following cut, putting his already
bloodied hand to thewound. Taking another stumbling step of retreat, he felt thewall of the passageway
hard against his spine. He had no?where else to run.

"Don't I get a last supper then?" he said, not looking atthe blade but at Pie's eyes, attempting to stare
past theslaughter fugue to the sane mind that cowered behind it."Y ou promised we'd eat together, Pie.
Don't you remem?ber? A fish inside a fish inside—"

The mystif stopped. The blade fluttered at its shoulder,"—a fish."

The blade fluttered on, but it didn't descend."Say you remember, Pie. Please say you remember."
Somewhere behind Pie, Sartori began a new round of ex?hortations, but to Gentle they were just a din.
He continuedto meet Pie's blank gaze, looking for some sign that hiswords had moved his executioner.

The mystif drew a tiny,broken breath, and the knots that bound its brow andmouth slipped."Gentle?" it
said.

He didn't reply. He just let his hand drop from his shoul?der and stood open-armed against the wall.
"Kill it!" Sartori was still saying. "Kill it! It's just an illu?sion!"

Pie turned, the blade still raised. "Don't!" Gentle said, but the mystif was already startingin the Autarch's
direction. Gentle called after it again,pushing himself from the wall to stop it. "Pie! Listen tome—"

The mystif glanced around, and as it did so Sartori raised his hand to his eye and in one smooth motion
snatched at it,extending his arm and opening his fist to let fly what it had
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plucked. Not the eye itself but some essence of his glancewent from the palm like a ball trailing smoke.
Gentlereached for the mystif to drag it out of the sway's path, buthis hand fell inches short of Pie's back,
and as he reachedagain the sway struck. The fluttering blade dropped fromthe mystif's hand as it was
thrown backwards by the impact, its gaze fixed on Gentle as it fell into his arms. The momen?tum carried
them both to the ground, but Gentle was quickto roll from under the mystif s weight and put his hand to
his mouth to defend them with a pneuma. Sartori was al?ready retreating into the smoke, however, on his
face a lookthat would vex Gentle for many days and nights to come.There was more distress in it than
triumph; more sorrowthan rage.

"Who will reconcile us now?" he said, and then he wasgone into the murk, as though he had mastery of
the smoke and had pulled it around him to duck away behind its folds.

Gentle didn't give chase but went back to the mystif,lying where it had fallen. He knelt beside it.
"Who was he?" Pie said.

"Something I made," Gentle said, "when [ was a Mae?stro."

"Another Sartori?" Pie said.

"Yes."

"Then go after him. Kill him. Those creatures are themost—"

"Later."

"Before he escapes."

"He can't escape, lover. There's nowhere he can go Iwon't find him."

Pie's hands were clutching at the place in mid-chestwhere Sartori's malice had struck.

"Let me see," Gentle said, drawing Pie's fingers awayand tearing at the mystif's shirt. The wound was a
stain onits flesh, black at the center and fading to a pustular yellowat its edges.

"Where's Huzzah?" Pie asked him, breath labored.
"She's dead," Gentle replied. "She was murdered by aNullianac."
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"

"So much death," Pie said. "It blinded me. I would have
killed you and not even known I'd done it" r

"We're not going to talk about death," Gentle said,"We're going to find some way of healing you."
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"There's more urgent business than that," Pie said. "/

came to kill the Autarch—" -
"No, Pie...." ..}
"That was the judgment," Pie insisted. "But now I canV
finish it. Will you do it for me?" 5
Gentle put his hand beneath the mystif s head and raised;:
Pie up. -
"I can't do that," he said. ;
"Why not? You could do it with a breath." ;

"No, Pie. I'd be killing myself."

"What?"

The mystif stared up at Gentle, baffled. But its puzzle?

ment was short-lived. Before Gentle had time to explain,;

Pie let out a long, sorrowful sigh, in the shape of three soft J

words. i
"Oh, my Lord." 1

"] found him in the Pivot Tower. I didn't believe it af%first...."

"The Autarch Sartori," Pie said, as if trying the wordsfor their music. Then, its voice a dirge, it said, "It
has aring."

"You knew 1 was a Maestro all along, didn't you?"
"Of course." ;
"But you didn't tell me." .

"I got as close as I dared. But I had sworn an oath never
to remind you of who you were." ?

"Who made you swear that oath?"

"You did, Maestro. You were in pain, and you wanted toforget your suffering."
"How did I come to forget?" .

"A simple feit."

"Your doing?"

Pie nodded. "I was your servant in that, as in everything.I swore an oath that when it was done, when
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the past was
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i*ifidden away, I would never show it to you again. And oaths” don't decay."
&: +"But you kept hoping I'd ask the right questions—" 7f "Yes."

>v "—and invite the memory back in.";  *'Yes. And you came close."; "In Mai-ke. And in the
mountains."

"But never close enough to free me from my responsibil-. hy. I had to keep my silence."
"Well, it's broken now, my friend. When you'renealed—"
; "No, Maestro," Pie said. "A wound like this can't behealed."
"It can and will," Gentle said, not willing to countenancethe thought of failure.
He remembered Nikaetomaas1talk of the Dearthers' en?campment on the margin of the Second and

First Domin?ions, where she'd said Estabrook had been taken. Miraclesof healing were possible there,
she'd boasted.

"We're going to make quite a journey, my friend," hesaid, starting to lift the mystif up.
"Why break your back?" it said to him. "Let's say ourfarewells here."

"I'm not saying goodbye to you here or anywhere," Gen-' tie said. "Now put your arms around me,
lover. We've got a long way to go together yet."

I

The Comet's ascent into the heavens above Yzordderrex,and the light it shed upon the city's streets,
didn't shame the atrocities there into hiding or cessation; quite the other wayaround. The city was ruled
by Ruin now, and its court waseverywhere: celebrating the enthronement, parading itsemblems—the
luckiest already dead—and rehearsing its
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rites in preparation for a long and inglorious reign. Childrenwore ash today, and carried their parents'
heads like cens?ers, still smoking from the fires where they'd been found.Dogs had the freedom of the
city and devoured their mas?ters without fear of punishment. The carrion birds Sartorihad once tempted
off the desert winds to feed on bad meatwere gathered on the streets in garrulous hordes, to dine on the
men and women who'd gossiped there the day before.

There were those survivors, of course, who clung to the dream of Order and banded together to do
what they couldunder the new regime, digging through the rubble in the hope of finding survivors, dousing
fires in buildings thatwere whole enough to save, giving succor to the grievingand quick dispatch for those
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too wounded to bear another breath. But they were easily outnumbered by the souls whose faith in sanity
had been shattered and met thecomet's eye with dissolution in their hearts. By midmorn-ing, when Gentle
and Pie reached the gate that led out ofthe city into the desert, many of those who'd begun the day
determined to preserve something from this calamity had given up and were leaving while they still had
their lives. The exodus that would empty Yzordderrex of much of itspopulation within half a week had
begun.

Beyond the vague instruction, gleaned from Nikaetomaas,that the encampment to which Estabrook had
been takenlay in the desert at the limits of this Dominion, Gentle wastraveling blind. He'd hoped to find
somebody along the wayto give him some better directions, but he encountered no?body who looked fit
enough, mentally or physically, to lendhim assistance. He'd bound the hand he'd wounded beatingdown
the door of the Pivot Tower as best he could before leaving the palace. The stab wound he'd sustained
whenHuzzah had been snatched and the cut the mystif s ribbonblade had opened were slight enough to
cause him little dis?comfort. His body, possessed of a Maestro's resilience, had survived three times a
natural human span without signifi?cant deterioration, and it was quick to begin the process ofmending
itself now.
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The same could not be said for Pie 'oh' pah's woundedframe. Sartori's sway was venomous, draining the
mystif sstrength and consciousness. By the time Gentle left the city, the mystif was barely able to move its
legs, obliging Gentleto half-hoist it up beside him. He only hoped they found some means of transport
before too long, or this journeywould be over before it was begun.

There was little chance of hitching a ride with any oftheir fellow refugees. Most were on foot, and those
who had transport—carts, cars, runty mules—were already ladenwith passengers. Several overburdened
vehicles had givenup the ghost within sight of the city gates, and those who'dpaid for their ride were
arguing on the roadside. But most ofthe travelers went on their way with an eerie hush, barelyraising their

eyes from the road a few feet in front of them, at least until they reached the spot where that road
divided.

Here a bottleneck had been created, as people milledaround, deciding on which of the three routes
available tothem they were going to take. Straight ahead, though a con? siderable distance from the
crossroads, lay a mountainrange as impressive as the Jokalaylau. The road to the left led off into greener
terrain, and, not surprisingly perhaps, this was the most favored way. The least favored, and forGentle's
purposes the most promising, was the road that lay to the right. It was dusty and badly laid, the terrain it
wound through the least lush and therefore the most likely to dete?riorate into desert. But he knew from
his months in the Do?minions that the terrain could change considerably withinthe space of a few miles,
and that perhaps out of sight alongthis road lay verdant pastures, while the track behind him could just as
easily lead into a wilderness. While he wasstanding in the mill of travelers debating with himself, he heard
a high-pitched voice and, peering through the dust, caught sight of a small fellow—young, spectacled,
bare-chested, and bald—making his way towards him, armsraised.

"Mr. Zacharias! Mr. Zacharias!"

He knew the face, but from precisely where he couldn't recall, nor could he put a name to it. But the
man, perhaps
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used to being only half remembered, was quick to supplythe information.

"Floccus Dado," he said. "Y ou remember?"

Now he did. This was Nikaetomaas' comrade-in-arms.

Floccus snatched off his glasses and peered at Pie. ""Yourlady friend looks sick," he said.
"It's not a she. It's a mystif."

"Sorry. Sorry," Floccus said, slipping his spectacles backon and blinking violently. "My error. Sex was
never mystrong point. Is it very sick?"

"I'm afraid so."

"Is Nikae with you?" Floccus said, peering around."Don't tell me she's gone on ahead. I told her I was
going towait for her here if we got separated."

"She won't be coming, Floccus," Gentle said.
"Why in the Hyo not?"
"I'm afraid she's dead."

Dado's nervous tics and blinks ceased on the instant. Hestared at Gentle with a tiny smile on his face, as
if he wasused to being the butt of jokes and wanted to believe thatthis was one. "No," he said.

"I'm afraid so," Gentle replied. "She was killed in thepalace."

Floccus took off his glasses again and ran his thumb andmiddle finger from the bridge of his nose along
his lowerlids. "That's grim," he said.

"She was a very brave woman."

"She was that."

"And she put up a very spirited defense. But we wereoutnumbered."

"How did you escape?" Floccus asked, the inquiry inno?cent of accusation.

"That's a very long story," Gentle said, "and I don'tthink I'm quite ready to tell it yet."
"Which way are you heading?" Dado said.

"Nikaetomaas told me you Dearthers have an encamp?ment of some kind, at the margin of the First. Is
that right?"

"Indeed we do."

"Then that's where I'm going. She said a man [ knew—
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do you know Estabrook?—was healed there. I want to healPie."

"Then we'd best go together," Floccus said. "It's no usemy waiting here any longer. Nikae's spirit will
have passedby a long time ago."

"Do you have any kind of transport?"

"Indeed I do," he said, brightening. "A very fine car Ifound in the Caramess. It's parked over there." He
pointedthrough the crush.

"If it's still there," Gentle remarked.
"It's guarded," Dado said, with a grin. "May I help youwith the mystif?"

He put his arm beneath Pie, who had now lost conscious?ness completely; then they started to make
their waythrough the crowd, Dado shouting to clear the route ahead.His demands were almost entirely
ignored until he startedshouting "Ruukassh! Ruukassh!" which had the desired ef?fect of dividing the
throng.

"What's Ruukassh?" Gentle asked him.
"Contagious," Dado replied. "Not far now."

A few paces on, and the vehicle came into view. Dadohad good taste in loot. Not since that first glorious
trip alongthe Patashoqua Highway had Gentle set eyes on a vehicleso sleek, so polished—or so wholly
inappropriate for deserttravel. It was powder-blue with silver trim, its tires white, itsinterior fur lined.
Sitting on the hood, its leash tied to one ofthe wing mirrors, was its guard and antithesis: an animal re?
lated to the ragemy—via the hyena—and boasting the leastpleasant attributes of both. It was as round
and lardy as apig, but its back and flanks were covered with a coat of mot?tled fur. Its head was
short-snouted but heavily whiskered.lts ears pricked like a dog's at the sight of Dado, and it setup a
round of barks and squeals so high they made Dadosound basso profundo by contrast.

"Good girl! Good girl!" he said.

The creature was up on its stubby legs, shaking its rear indelight at its master's return. Its belly was laden
with teats,which shook to the rhythm of its welcome.

Dado opened the door, and there on the passenger seat
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was the reason the creature was so defensive of the vehicle:a litter of five yapping offspring, perfect
miniatures of theirmother. Dado suggested Gentle and Pie take the back seat,while Mama Sighshy, as he
called her, sat with her children.The interior stank of the animals, but the previous ownerhad been fond of
comfort, and there were cushions to sup?port the mystifs head and neck. When Sighshy herself was
invited back into the vehicle the stench increased tenfold, and she growled at Gentle in a less than friendly
manner, but Dado placated her with baby talk, and she was soon curled up on the seat beside him,
suckling her fat babes. With the travelers assembled, they headed off towards themountains.
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Exhaustion claimed Gentle after a mile or two, and he slept,his head on Pie's shoulder. The road steadily
deterioratedover the next few hours, and the discomfort of the journeyrepeatedly brought him up to the
surface of sleep, withscraps of dreams clinging to him. They were not dreams of Yzordderrex, nor were
they memories of the adventures heand Pie had shared on their travels across the Imajica. It wasthe Fifth
his mind was returning to in these fitful slumbers, shunning the horrors and the murders of the Reconciled
Dominions for safer territory.

Except that it wasn't safe any longer, of course. The manhe'd been in that Dominion—Klein's Bastard
Boy, thelover and the faker—was a fabrication, and he could neverreturn to that simple, sybaritic life
again. He'd lived a lie,the scale of which even the most suspicious of his mistresses(Vanessa, whose
abandoning of him had begun this whole endeavor) could never have imagined; and from that lie, three
human spans of self-deceit had come. Thinking ofVanessa, he remembered the empty mews house in
Lon?don, and the desolation he'd felt wandering it with nothingto show for his life but a string of broken
romances, a few forged paintings, and the clothes he was wearing. It waslaughable now, but that day
he'd thought he could fall nofurther. Such naivete! He'd learned lessons in despair since
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then numerous enough to fill a book, the bitterest reminderlying in wounded sleep beside him.

Though it was distressing to conceive of losing Pie, he re?fused himself the indulgence of denying the
possibility.He'd turned a blind eye on the unpalatable too often in the past, with catastrophic results. Now
the facts had to befaced. The mystif was becoming frailer by the hour, its skin icy, its breath so shallow
that on occasion it was barely dis? cernible. Even if all that Nikaetomaas had said about theErasure's
healing powers proved correct, there would be no miracle cure for such a profound malady. Gentle
wouldhave to go back to the Fifth alone, trusting that Pie 'oh' pahwould be fit enough to follow after a
time. The longer hedelayed that return, the less opportunity he'd have to mus?ter assistance in the war
against Sartori.

That war would come, he had no doubt of it. The urge toconquer burned bright in his other, as it had
perhaps onceburned in him, until desire and luxury and forgetfulness haddimmed it. But where would he
find such allies? Men andwomen who wouldn't laugh (the way he'd have laughed, sixmonths before)
when he started to talk about theDominion-hopping he'd done and the jeopardy the worldwas in from a
man with his face? Certainly he wouldn't findimaginations among his peer group supple enough to em?
brace the vistas he was returning to describe. They werefashionably disdainful of belief, having had the
flesh-as- star-stuff hopes of youth dashed by midnight sweats andtheir morning reflection. The most he'd
heard any of them confess to was a vague pantheism, and they'd deny eventhat when sober. Of them all
he'd only ever heard Clem es?pouse any belief in organized religion, and those dogmaswere as
antithetical to the message he was bringing from theDominions as the tenets of a nihilist. Even if Clem
could be persuaded from the Communion rail to join Gentle, theywould be an army of two against a
Maestro who had honed his powers until they could command Dominions.

There was one other possibility, and that was Judith. Shewould certainly not mock his wanderer's tales,
but she'dbeen treated so heinously from the start of this tragedy that
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he dared not expect forgiveness from her, much less fellow?ship. Besides, who knew where her true
sympathies lay? Though she might resemble Quaisoir to the last hair, she'd been made in the same
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bloodless womb that had produced the Autarch. Was she not therefore his spiritual sister: not born, but
made? If she had to choose between the butcherof Yzordderrex and those seeking to destroy him, could
she be trusted to side with the destroyers, when their victory would mean she'd lose the only creature in
the Imajica who shared her condition? Though she and Gentle had meant much to each other (who knew
how many liaisons they'd enjoyed over the centuries; reigniting the desire which hadbrought them together
in the first place, then parting again, forgetting they'd even met?) he had to treat her with theutmost
caution from this point on. She'd been innocent in the dramas of an earlier age, a toy in cruel and careless
hands. But the woman she'd become over the decades wasneither victim nor toy, and if (or perhaps
when) she becameaware of her past she was perfectly capable of revengingherself upon the man who'd
made her, however much she'dclaimed to love him once.

Seeing that his passenger was now awake, Floccus gaveGentle a progress report. They were making
good time, hesaid. Within an hour they'd be in the mountains, on theother side of which the desert lay,

"How long do you estimate to the Erasure?" Gentleasked him.

"We'll be there before nightfall," Floccus promised."How's the mystif faring?"

"Not well, I'm afraid."

"There'll be no cause to mourn," Floccus said brightly,"I've known people on death's door who were
healed at theErasure. It's a place of miracles. But then everywhere is, ifwe just knew how to look. That's
what Father Athanasiustaught me. You were in prison with Athanasius, weren'tyou?"

"T was never exactly imprisoned. Not the way he was."

"But you met him?"

"Oh, yes. He was priest at our wedding."

IMAJICA 59

"You and mystif, you mean? You're married?" He whis?tled. "Now you, sir, are what I call a lucky man.
I've heard alot about these mystifs, and I never heard of one gettingmarried before. They're usually
lovers. Heartbreakers." Hewhistled again. "Well, that's wonderful," he said. "We'llmake sure she makes
it, sir, don't you worry. Oh, I'm sorry. She's not a she, is she? I've got to get that right. It's just thatwhen I
look at her—I mean it—I see a she, you know? Isuppose that's the wonder of them."

"It's part of it."

"Can I ask you something?"

"Ask away."

"When you look at her, what do you see?"

"I've seen all kinds of things," Gentle replied. "I've seenwomen. I've seen men. I've even seen myself."

"But at the moment," Floccus said. "What do you seeright now?"
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Gentle looked at the mystif. "I see Pie," he said. "I seethe face I love."

Floccus made no reply to this, and after such gushing en?thusiasm Gentle knew there had to be some
significance inhis silence.

"What are you thinking?" he asked.
"Do you really want to know?"
"I do. We're friends, aren't we? At least getting that way.Tell me."

"T was thinking it's not good you care too much aboutthe way she looks. The Erasure's no place to be in
love withthings as they are. People heal there, but they also change, you understand?" He took both
hands off the wheel tomake cupped palms, like scales. "There's got to be a bal?ance. Something given,
something taken away."

"What kind of changes?" Gentle said.

"Difterent from one to another," Floccus said. "Butyou'll see for yourself, very soon. When we get close
to the First Dominion, nothing's quite as it seems."

"Isn't that true of everything?" Gentle said. "The more Ilive, the less I seem to be certain about."
Floccus' hands were back on the wheel, his burst of

IfT
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sunny talk suddenly overcast. "I don't think FatherAthanasius ever talked about that," he said. "Maybe
he did.I don't remember everything he said."

The conversation ended there, leaving Gentle to wonder if in bringing the mystif back to the borders of
the Domin?ion from which its people had been exiled, returning thegreat transformer to a land in which
transformation was a commonplace, he was undoing the knot Athanasius hadtied in the Cradle of
Chzercemit.

2

Jude had never been much impressed with architecturalrhetoric, and she found nothing in the courtyards
or corri?dors of the Autarch's palace to dissuade her from that indif? ference. There were some sights
that put her in mind ofnatural splendors: smoke drifting across the forsaken gar?dens like morning mist, or
clinging to the cold stone of the towers like cloud to a mountain spire. But such punnishpleasures were
few. It was mostly bombast: everything built on a scale intended to be awe-inspiring but to her eyemerely
monolithic.

She was glad when they finally reached Quaisoir's quar?ters, which for all their absurd ornamentation
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were at leasthumanized by their excesses. And they also heard there thefirst friendly voice in many hours,
though its welcoming tones turned to horror when its owner, Quaisoir's many-tailed handmaiden,
Concupiscentia, saw that her mistresshad gained a twin and lost her eyes in the night she'd spentlooking
for salvation. Only after a good deal of lamentationcould she be persuaded to tend to Quaisoir, which she
didwith trembling hands. The comet was by now making itssteep ascent, and from Quaisoir's window
Jude had a pano?ramic view of the desolation. She'd heard and seen enough in her short time here to
realize that Yzordderrex had beenripe for the calamity that had overtaken it, and some in thiscity, perhaps
many, had fanned the fire that had destroyed the Kesparates, calling it a just and cleansing flame. Even
Peccable—who hadn't got an anarchist bone in his body—
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had intimated that Yzordderrex's time had come. But Judestill mourned its passing. This was the city
she'd begged Oscar to show her, whose air had smelled so temptinglyspicy, and whose warmth, issuing
from the Retreat that day, had seemed paradisiacal. Now she would return to the FifthDominion with its
ash on her soles and its smuts in her nose,like a tourist back from Venice with pictures of bubbles in a
lagoon.

"I'm so tired," Quaisoir said. "Will you mind if I sleep?"

"Of course not," Jude said.

"Is Seidux's blood still on the bed?" she asked Concupis?centia.
"It is, ma'am."

"Then I won't lie there, I think." She put out her arm."Lead me to the little blue room. 1*11 sleep there.
Judith, youshould sleep too. Bathe and sleep. We've got so much toplan together."

"We do?"
"Oh, yes, sister," Quaisoir said. "But later...."

She let Concupiscentia lead her away, leaving Jude towander through the chambers which Quaisoir had
occupiedall her years of power. There was indeed a little blood onthe sheets, but the bed looked
tempting nevertheless, thescent off it dizzyingly strong. She refused its lush blandish?ments, however, and
moved in search of a bathroom, an? ticipating another chamber of baroque excess. In fact it proved to be
the only room in the suite that came within shouting distance of restraint, and she happily lingeredthere,
running a hot bath and soaking some of the ashes outof her body while contemplating her misty reflection
in itsblack tiles.

When she emerged, her skin tingling, the clothes she'dsloughed off—which were filthy and
stinking—revolted her.She left them on the floor and, instead, putting on the mostsubdued of the robes
that lay scattered around the bed?room, took to the scented sheets. A man had been killed here only a
few hours before, but that thought—whichwould once have driven her from the room, much less the
bed—concerned her not at all. She didn't discount the pos-
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sibility that this disinterest in the bed's sordid past was in part the influence of the scents off the pillow she
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laid herhead upon. They conspired with fatigue, and with the heat of the bath from which she'd risen, to
induce a languor shecouldn't have resisted had her life depended upon it. Thetension went from her
sinews and joints; her belly gave upits jitters. Closing her eyes, she let her sister's bed lull herinto
dreaming.

Even during his most despondent meditations at the Pivotpit, Sartori had never felt the emptiness of his
condition asacutely as he did now that he was parted from his other.Meeting Gentle in the tower and
witnessing the Pivot's call to Reconciliation, he'd sensed new possibilities in the air: amarriage of self and
self which would heal him into whole?ness. But Gentle had poured contempt on that vision, pre?ferring
his mystif spouse over his brother. Perhaps he'dchange his mind now that Pie 'oh' pah was dead, but
Sartoridoubted it. If #e were Gentle—and he was—the mystiFsdeath would be obsessed upon and

magnified until suchtime as it could be revenged. The enmity between them wasconfirmed. There'd be no
reunion.

He shared none of this with Rosengarten, who foundhim up in the gazebo, guzzling chocolate and musing
on hisanguish. Nor did he allow Rosengarten to recount the disas?ters of the night (the generals dead, the
army murdered ormutinied) for very long without stopping him. They had plans to lay together, he told
the piebald man, and it waslittle use fretting over what was lost.

"We're going to go to the Fifth, you and L," he informed Rosengarten. "We're going to build a new
Yzordderrex."

It wasn't often he'd won a response from the man, but hegot one now. Rosengarten smiled.

"The Fifth?" he said.

"I knew it many years ago, of course, but by all accountsit's naked now. The Maestros I knew are dead.
Their wis?doms are dishonored. The place is defenseless. We'll takethem with such sways they won't
even know they've given
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up their Dominion until the New Yzordderrex is in theirhearts and inviolate."
Rosengarten made a murmur of approval.
"Make any farewells you have to make," Sartori said."And I'll make mine."
"We're going now?"
"Before the fires are out," the Autarch said.

It was a strange sleep Jude fell into, but she'd traveled in thecountry of the unconscious often enough to
feel unin-timidated there. This time she didn't mpve from the room inwhich she lay but luxuriated in its
excesses, rising and fallinglike the veils around the bed, and on the same smokybreeze. Once in a while
she heard some sound from thecourtyards far below and allowed her eyes to flutter openfor the sheer
lazy pleasure of closing them again, and onceshe was woken by the sound of Concupiscentia's reedy
voice as she sang in a distant room. Though the words wereincomprehensible, Jude knew it was a
lament, full of yearn?ing for things that had passed and could never be again, andshe slipped back into
sleep with the thought that sad songswere the same in any language, whether Gaelic, Navaho, or
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Patashoquan. Like the glyph of her body, this melody wasessential, a sign that could pass between
Dominions.

The music and the scent she lay upon were potent nar?cotics, and after a few melancholy verses of
Concupis?centia's song she was no longer sure whether she wasasleep, and hearing the lament in her
dreams, or awake, but freed by Quaisoir's perfumes and wafted up into the folds ofsilks above her bed
like a dreamer. Whichever it was, shescarcely cared. The sensations were pleasurable, and she'd had too
little pleasure of late.

Then came proof that this was indeed a dream. A dolefulphantom appeared at the door and stood
watching herthrough the veils. She knew him even before he drew closeto the bed. This was not a face
she'd thought of much hirecent times, so it was somewhat strange that she'd con?jured him, but conjure
him she had, and there was no deny?ing the erotic charge she felt at his dreamed presence. It was
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Gentle, perfectly remembered, his expression troubled the
way it so often was, his hands stroking the veils as though
they were her legs and could be parted with caresses,

"I didn't think you'd be here," he said to her. His voicewas raw, and his expression as full of loss as
Concupis-centia's song. "When did you come back?"

"A little while ago."

"You smell so sweet."

"] bathed."

"Looking at you tike this...it makes me wish I couldtake you with me."

"Where are you going?"

"Back to the Fifth," he said. "I've come to say goodbye."

"From such a distance?" she said.

His face broke into an immoderate smile, and she re?membered, seeing it, how easy seduction had
always been for him: how women had slid then- wedding rings off andtheir knickers down when he shone
this way. But why bechurlish? This was an erotic whimsy, not a trial. Shedreamed that he saw the
accusation in her eyes, however,and was begging her forgiveness.

"I know I've done you harm," he said.

"That's in the past," she replied magnanimously.

"Looking at you now..."

"Don't be sentimental," she said. "I don't want senti?ment. I want you here."

Opening her legs, she let him see the niche she had forhim. He didn't hesitate any longer, but pulled the
veil asideand climbed onto the bed, wrenching the robe from hershoulders as he put his mouth against
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hers. For some rea?son, she'd conjured him tasting of chocolate. Another odd?ity, but not one that
spoiled his kisses.

She tugged at his clothes, but they were a dream inven?tion: the dark blue fabric of his shirt, its laces and
buttons infetishistic profusion, covered in tiny scales, as though a fam?ily of lizards had shed their skins to
clothe him.

She was tender from the bath, and when he let his weightdescend on her, and began to work his body
against hers,the scales pricked her stomach and breasts hi the most
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arousing way. She wrapped her legs around him, and heacceded to her capture, his kisses becoming
fiercer by themoment.

"The things we've done," he murmured as she kissed hisface. "The things we've done...."

Her heart made her mind nimble; it leapt from memoryto memory, back to the book she'd found in
Estabrook'sflat all those months before—one of Oscar's gifts from theDominions—a manual of sexual
possibilities that hadshocked her at the time. Images of its couplings appeared in her head now: intimacies
that were perhaps only possible inthe profligacy of sleep, unknitting both male and femaleand weaving
them together again in new and ecstatic com?binations. She put her mouth to her dream lover's ear and
whispered to him that she forbade him nothing; that shewanted them to share the most extreme sensations
theywere capable of inventing. He didn't grin this time, whichpleased her, but raised himself up on his
hands, which wereplunged into the downy pillows to either side of her head,and looked down at her with
some of the same sadness he'dhad on his face when he'd first arrived.

"One last time?" he said.
"It doesn't have to be the last time," she said. "I can al?ways dream you."
"And me, you," he said with the greatest fondness andcourtesy.

She reached down between their bodies and slipped off his belt, then pulled his trousers open with some
violence,unwilling to be delayed by his buttons. What filled her handwas as silken as the fabric hiding it
was rough: still only halfengorged, but all the more entertaining for that. Shestroked him. He sighed as he
bent his head towards her,licking her tips and teeth, letting” his chocolate-sweetenedspittle run off his
tongue into her mouth. She raised her hipsand moved the groove of her sex against the underside othis
erection, wetting it. He started to murmur to her, termsof endearment, she presumed, though—Iike
Concupis-centia's song—they were in no language she understood. They sounded as sweet as his spittle,
however, and lulled
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her like a cradle song, as though to slip her into a dream within a dream. As her eyes closed she felt him
raise hiships, lifting the thickness of his sex from between her labia,and with one thrust, hard enough to
stab the breath fromher, he entered, dropping down on top of her as he did so.

The endearments ceased; the kisses too. He put onehand on her brow, his fingers laced into her hair,
and theother at her neck, his thumb rubbing her windpipe andcoaxing sighs from it. She'd forbidden him

Page 54



nothing andwould not rescind that invitation simply because his posses?sion of her was so sudden.
Instead, she raised her legs and crossed them behind his back, then started to whip him onwith insults.
Was this the most he could give her, the deep?est he could go? He wasn't hard enough, wasn't hot
enough.She wanted more. His thrusts speeded up, his thumb tight?ening against her throat, but not so
much it kept her fromdrawing breath and expelling it again in a fresh round ofprovocations.

"I could fuck you forever," he said to her, his tone half?way between devotion and threat. "There's
nothing I can'tmake you do. There's nothing I can't make you say. I couldfuck you forever."

This was not talk she would have welcomed from a flesh-and-blood lover, but in a dream it was
arousing. She let himcontinue in the same mode, opening her arms and legs be?neath him, while he
recited all that he would do to her, alitany of ambition that matched the rhythm of his hips. Theroom her
dream had raised around them split here andthere, and another seeped in through the cracks to occupy
the same space: this one darker than Quaisoir's veil-drapedchamber and lit by a fire that blazed off to her
left. Herdream lover didn't fade, however; he remained with her andin her, more frenzied in his thrusts
and promises than ever.She saw him above her as if lit by the same flames thatwarmed her nakedness,
his face knotted and sweaty, hisindex of desires coming between clenched teeth. She wouldbe his doll,
his whore, his wife, his Goddess; he would fillevery hole of her, forever and ever: own her, worship her,
turn her inside out Hearing this, she remembered the im-
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ages in Estabrook's book again, and the memory made hercells swell as if each was a tiny bud ready to
burst, their pet?als pleasure, their scent the shouts she was making, risingoff her to draw fresh adoration
from him. It came, cruel andexquisite by turns. One moment he wanted to be her pris?oner, bound to her
every whim, nourished on her shit andthe milk he'd win from her breasts with suckling. The next she was
less than the excrement he'd hungered for, and hewas her only hope for life. He'd resurrect her with his
fuck.He'd fill her with a fiery stream, till her eyes were washedfrom her head and she drowned in him.
There was more,but her cries of pleasure were mounting with every mo?ment, and she heard less and
less. Saw less too, closing hereyes against the mingled rooms, fire-lit and veiled, lettingher head fill with
the geometries that always attended plea?sure, forms like her glyph unraveled and reworked.

And then, just as she was reaching the first of thepeaks—a range of stratospheric heights ahead—she
felthim shudder and his thrusts stop. She didn't believe he'dfinished, not at first. This was a dream, and
she'd conjuredhim to perform the way actualities never did: to go on whenlovers of flesh and blood had
spilled their promises andwere panting their apologies beside her. He couldn't deserther now! She
opened her eyes. The fire-lit chamber hadgone, and the flames in Gentle's eyes had gone with it. Hehad
already withdrawn, and all she felt between her legswas his fingers, dabbling in the dribble he'd supplied.
Helooked at,her lazily.

"You almost tempt me to stay," he said, "But I've gotwork to do."

Work? What work did dreams have besides thedreamer's commandments?
"Don't leave," she demanded.

"I'm done," he said.

He was getting off the bed. She reached for him, but evenin sleep the languor of the pillow was upon
her, and he wasaway between the veils before her fingers came close tocatching hold. She sank back in a
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slow swoon, watching his
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figure become remoter as the layers of gossamer betweenthem multiplied.

"Stay beautiful," he told her. "Maybe I'll come back foryou when I've built the New Yzordderrex."

This made little sense to her, but she didn't care. It washer own wretched invention, and worthless. She
let it go,the figure seeming to halt at the door as if for one backwardglance, then disappearing altogether.
Her mind had nosooner let him slip than it conjured a compensation, how?ever. The veils at the bottom
of the bed parted and themany-tailed Concupiscentia appeared, her eyes bright with craving. She didn't
wait for any word to pass between thembut crawled up onto the bed, her gaze fixed on Judith'sgroin, her
bluish tongue flicking as she approached. Jude raised her knees. The creature put her head down and
began to lick out what the dream lover had left, her silkypalms caressing Jude's thighs. The sensation
soothed her,and she watched through the slits of her drugged eyes asConcupiscentia bathed her clean.
Before she'd finished thedream grew dimmer, and the creature was still at its caress?ing work when
another veil descended, this so dense shelost both sight and sensation in its folds.

4

I

Like galleons turned to the desert wind and in full sailbefore it, the tents of the Dearthers presented a
pretty spec?tacle from a distance, but Gentle's admiration turned toawe as the car drew closer and their
scale became apparent. They were the height of five-story houses and more, billow?ing towers of ocher
and scarlet fabric, the colors all themore vivid given that the desert floor, which had been sand-colored at
the outset, was now almost black, and the heav?ens they rose against were gray, being the wall between
the
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Floccus halted the car a quarter of a mile from the perim?eter of the encampment. "I should go ahead,"
he said, "and explain who we are and what we're doing here."

"Make it quick," Gentle told him.

Floccus was away like a gazelle, over ground that was nolonger sand but a flinty carpet of stone shards,
like the clip?pings from some stupendous sculpture. Gentle looked atthe mystif, lying in his arms as if in a
charmed sleep, its browinnocent of frowns. He stroked its cold cheek.

How many friends and loved ones must he have seenpass away in the two centuries and more of his life
on earth?Though he'd wiped those griefs from his conscious mind,could he doubt they'd made their mark,
fueling his terror ofsickness and hardening his heart over the years? Perhaps he'd always been a
philanderer and plagiarist, a master ofcounterfeited emotion, but was that so surprising in a man who
knew in his gut that the drama, however soul-searing,was cyclic? The faces changed and changed, but
the story remained essentially the same. As Klein had been fond of pointing out, there was no such thing
as originality. It hadall been said before, suffered before. If a man knew that,was it any wonder love
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became mechanical and death just ascene to be shunned? There was no absolute knowledge tobe gained
from either. Just another ride on the merry-go-round, another blurred scene of faces smiling and faces
grieved.

But his feelings for the mystif had been no sham, and with good reason. In Pie's self-denials ("I'm nothing
andnobody," it had said at the beginning) he'd heard an echo ofthe anguish he himself felt; and in Pie's
gaze, so heavy withthe freight of years, seen a comr'ade soul who understoodthe nameless pain he
carried. It had stripped him of hisshams and chicanery and given him a taste of the Maestrohe'd been and

might be again. There was good to be donewith such power, he now knew: breaches to be healed,rights
to be restored, nations to be roused, and hopes re-
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awakened. He needed his inspiration beside him if he wasto be a great Reconciler.

"I love you, Pie 'oh' pah," he murmured.

"Gentle."

The voice was Floccus', calling him from outside the win?dow.

"T've seen Athanasius. He says we're to come straight in."

"Good! Good!" Gentle threw open the door.

"Do you want help?"

"No. I'll carry Pie." He got out, then reached back intothe car and picked up the mystif.

"Gentle, you do understand that this is a sacred place?"Floccus said as he led the way towards the tents.

"No singing, dancing, or farting, huh? Don't look sopained, Floccus. I understand."

As they approached, Gentle realized that what he'dtaken to be an encampment of closely gathered tents
was infact a continuum, the various pavilions, with their swoopingroofs, joined by smaller tents to form a
single golden beastof wind and canvas.

Inside its body, the gusts kept everything in motion. Tremors moved through even the most tautly erected
walls,and in the heights of the roof swaths of fabric whirled likethe skirts of dervishes, giving oft a
constant sigh. There werepeople up among the folds, some walking on webs of ropeas if they were solid
board, others sitting in front of im?mense windows opened in the roof, their faces turned to thewall of the
First World as though they anticipated a sum?mons out of that place at any moment. If such a summons
came, there'd be no hectic rush. The atmosphere was asmeasured and soothing as the motion of the

dancing sailsabove.

"Where do we find the doctor?" Gentle asked Floccus."There is no doctor," he replied. "Follow me.
We'vebeen given a place to lay the mystif down."

"There must be some kind of medical attendants.""There's fresh water and clothes. Maybe some
laudanumand the like. But Pie's beyond that. The uredo won't be dis-
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lodged with medications. It's the proximity of the First Do?minion that'll heal it."
"Then we should go outside right now," he said. "GetPie closer to the Erasure."

"Any closer than this would take more resilience thaneither you or I possess, Gentle," Floccus said.
"Now follow me, and be respectful of this place."

He led Gentle through the beast's tremulous body to asmaller tent, where a dozen plain low beds were
set, someoccupied, most not. Gentle laid the mystif down in one andproceeded to unbutton its shirt while
Floccus went in searchof cool water for its now-burning skin and some sustenancefor Gentle and himself.
While he waited, Gentle examinedthe spread of the uredo, which was too extensive to be fullyexamined
without stripping Pie completely, which he wasloath to do with so many strangers in the vicinity. The
mystithad been covetous of its privacy—it had been many weeksbefore Gentle had glimpsed its beauty
naked—and hewanted to respect that modesty, even in Pie's present condi?tion. In fact, very few of
those who passed by even glancedtheir way, and after a time he began to feel the fear lose itsgrip on him.
There was very little more that he could do.They were at the edge of the known Dominions, where all
maps stopped and the enigma of enigmas began. What usewas fear in the face of such imponderables?
He had to put it aside and proceed with dignity and containment, trusting tothe powers that occupied the
air here.

When Floccus returned with the means to wash Pie,Gentle asked if he might be left alone to do so.
"Of course," Floccus replied. "I've got friends here. I'dlike to seek them out."

When he left, Gentle began to bathe the suppuratingeruptions of the uredo, which oozed not blood but a
silverypus, the smell of which pricked his sinuses like ammonia. The body it fed upon seemed not only
enfeebled but some?how unfocused, as though its contours and musculaturewere about to become a
vapor, and the flesh disperse. Whether this was the uredo's doing or simply the conditionof a mystif when
life, and therefore its capacity to shape the
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sight of those gazing upon it, was fading, Gentle didn'tknow, but it made him think back over the way
this body had appeared to him. As Judith, of course; as an assassin,armored in nakedness; and as the
loving androgyne of theirwedding night in the Cradle, that had momentarily takenhis face and stared back
at him like a prophecy of Sartori.Now, finally, it seemed to be a form of burnished mist,receding from his
hand even as he touched it.

"Gentle? Is that you? I didn't know you could see in thedark."
Gentle looked up from Pie's body to find that in the timehe'd been washing the mystif, half mesmerized
by memory,the evening had fallen. There were lights burning at thebedsides of those nearby, but none

near Pie 'oh' pah. Whenhe returned his gaze to the body he'd been washing, it wasbarely discernible in
the gloom.

"I didn't know I could either."

He stood up to greet the newcomer. It was Athanasius, alamp in his hand. By its flame, which was as
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subject to thewind's whim as the canvas overhead, Gentle saw he'd beenwounded in the fall of
Yzordderrex. There were several cutson his face and neck and a larger, livid injury on his belly. For a
man who'd celebrated Sundays by making himself anew crown of thorns, these were probably welcome
discom?forts.

"I'm sorry I didn't come to welcome you earlier," hesaid. "But with such numbers of casualties coming in
Ispend a lot of time administering last rites."

Gentle didn't remark on this, but the fear crept back uphis spine.

"We've had a lot of the Autarch's soldiers find their wayhere, and that makes me nervous. Fm afraid
we'll let in someone on a suicide mission, and he'll blow the placeapart. That's the way the bastard thinks.
If he's destroyed,he'll want to bring everything down with him."

"I'm sure he's much more concerned with making hisgetaway," Gentle said.

"Where can he go? The word's already spread across thelmajica. There's armed uprising in Patashoqua.
There's
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hand-to-hand combat on the Lenten Way. Every Domin?ion's shaking. Even the First."

"The First? How?"

"Haven't you seen? No, obviously you haven't. Comewith me."

Gentle glanced back towards Pie.

"The mystif's safe here," Athanasius said. "We won't belong."

He led Gentle through the body of the beast to a doorthat took them out into the deepening dusk.
Though Floc-cus had counseled against what they were doing, hinting that the Erasure's proximity could
do harm, there was nosign of any consequence. He was either protected by Athanasius or resistant to any
malign influence on his ownaccount. Either way, he was able to study the spectacle laidbefore him
without ll effect.

There was no wall of fog, or even deeper twilight, tomark the division between the Second Dominion
and thehaunt of Hapexamendios. The desert simply faded awayinto nothingness, like a drawing erased by
the power on theother side, first becoming unfocused, then losing its colorand its detail. This subtle
removal of solid reality, the worldwiped away and replaced with nothing, was the most dis?tressing sight
Gentle had ever set eyes on. Nor was thesimilarity between what was happening here and the stateof
Pie's body lost on him.

"You said the Erasure was moving," Gentle whispered.

Athanasius scanned the emptiness, looking for somesign, but nothing caught his eye.

"It's not constant," he said. "But every now and thenripples appear in it." "Is that rare?"
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"There are accounts of this happening in earlier times, but this isn't an area that encourages accurate
study. Ob?servers get poetic here. Scientists turn to sonnets. Some?times literally." He laughed. "That
was a joke, by the way.Just in case you start worrying about your legs thyming."

"How does looking at this make you feel?" Gentle askedhim.
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"Afraid," Athanasius said. "Because I'm not ready to bethere."

"Nor am L," Gentle said. "But I'm afraid Pie is. [ wish I'dnever come, Athanasius. Maybe I should take
Pie awaynow, while I still can."

"That's your decision," Athanasius replied. "But I don't believe the mystif will survive if you move it. A
uredo's aterrible poison, Gentle. If there's any chance of Pie beinghealed, it's here, close to the First."

Gentle looked back towards the distressing absence ofthe Erasure.

"[s going to nothing being healed?" he said. "It seemsmore like death to me."
"They may be closer than we think, death and healing," Athanasius said.

"I don't want to hear that," Gentle said. "Are you stay?ing out here?"

"For a while," Athanasius replied. "If you do decide togo, come and find me first, will you, so that we
can say good?bye?"

"Of course."

He left Athanasius to his void-watching and went backinside, thinking as he did so that this would be a
fine time tofind a bar and order up a stiff drink. As he started back inthe direction of Pie's bed, he was
brought to a halt by avoice too abrasive for this hallowed place, and sufficiently slurred to suggest the
speaker had found a bar himself anddrunk it dry.

"Gentle, you old bugger!"

Estabrook stepped into view, grinning expansively,though several of his teeth were missing.

"I heard you were here and I didn't believe it." Heseized Gentle's hand and shook it. "But here you are,
largeas life. Who'd have thought it, eh? The two of us, here."

Life in the encampment had wrought its changes onCharlie. He could scarcely have been further from the

grief-wasted plotter Gentle had met on Kite Hill. Indeed, hecould almost have passed for a clown, with
his motley ofpinstripe trousers, tattered braces, and unbuttoned tunic
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dyed half a dozen colors, all crowned with bald head andgap-toothed smile.

"It's so good to see you!" he kept saying, his pleasureunalloyed. "We must talk. This is the perfect time.
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They'reall going outside to meditate on their ignorance, which isfine for a few minutes, but God! it gets
drab. Come with me, come on! They've given me a little nook of my own, to keepme out of the way."

"Maybe later," Gentle said. "I've got a friend here who'ssick."

"I heard somebody talking about that. A mystif? Is thatthe word?"

"That's the word."

"They're extraordinary, I heard. Very sexy. Why don't Icome and see the patient with you?"

Gentle had no wish to keep Estabrook's company forlonger than he needed to, but suspected that the
man wouldbeat a hasty retreat as soon as he set eyes on Pie and real?ized the creature he'd come to
gawk at was the same he'dhired to assassinate his wife. They went back to Pie's bed?side together.
Floccus was there, with a lamp and an amplesupply of food. Mouth crammed, he rose to be introduced,
but Estabrook barely noticed him. His gaze was on Pie, whose head was turned away from the
brightness of thelamp in the direction of the First Dominion.

"You lucky bugger," he said to Gentle. "She's beauti?ful."

Floccus glanced at Gentle to see if he intended to remarkon Estabrook's error in sexing the patient, but
Gentle madea tiny shake of his head. He was surprised that Pie's powerto respond to the gaze of others
was still intact, especially ashis eyes saw an altogether more distressing sight: the sub?stance of his
beloved growing more insubstantial as thehours passed. Was this a sight and understanding reservedfor
Maestros? He knelt beside the bed and studied the fad?ing features on the pillow. Pie's eyes were roving
beneaththe lids.

"Dreaming of me?" Gentle murmured.

"Is she getting better?" Estabrook inquired.

76 CLIVE BARKER

"I don't know," Gentle said. "This is supposed to be ahealing place, but I'm not so sure."

"[ really think we should talk," Estabrook said, with the strained nonchalance of a man who had
something vital toimpart, but was not able to do so in present company. "Whydon't you pop along with

me and have a quick drink? I'msure Floccus will come and find you if anything untowardhappens."

Floccus chewed on, nodding in accord with this, andGentle agreed to go, hoping Estabrook had some
insightinto conditions here that would help him to decide whetherto go or stay.

"I'll be five minutes/ he promised Floccus, and let Esta?brook lead him off through the lamp-lit passages
to whathe'd earlier called his nook.

It was off the beaten track somewhat, a little canvasroom he'd made his own with what few possessions
he'dbrought from Earth. A shirt, its bloodstains now brown,hung above the bed like the tattered standard
from somenoteworthy battle. On the table beside the bed his wallet, his comb, a box of matches, and a
roll of mints had beenarranged, along several symmetrical columns of change,into an altar to the spirit of
the pocket.
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"It's not much," Estabrook said, "but it's home."

"Are you a prisoner here?" Gentle said as he sat in theplain chair at the bottom of the bed.

"Not at all," Estabrook said.

He brought a small bottle of liquor out from under thepillow. Gentle recognized it from the hours he and
Huzzah had lingered in the cafe" in the Oke T'Noon. It was the fer?mented sap of a swamp flower from
the Third Dominion: kloupo. Estabrook took a swig from the bottle, remindingGentle of how he'd supped
brandy from a flask on Kite Hill. He'd refused the man's liquor that day, but not now.

"I could go anytime I wanted to," he went on. "But Ithink to myself, Where would you go, Charlie? And
where would 1 go?"

"Back to the Fifth?"

"In God's name, why?"
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"Don't you miss it, even a little?"

"A little, maybe. Once in a while I get maudlin, I sup?pose, and then I get drunk—drunker—and I have
dreams."

"Of what?"

"Mostly childhood things, you know. Odd little details that wouldn't mean a damn thing to. anyone else."
He re?claimed the bottle and drank again. "But you can't have thepast back, so what's the use of
breaking your heart? When things are gone, they're gone."

Gentle made a noncommittal noise.

"You don't agree."

"Not necessarily."

"Name one thing that stays."

"I don't—"

"No, go on. Name one thing."

"Love."

"Ha! Well, that certainly brings us full circle, doesn't it?Love! You know, I'd have agreed with you half a
year ago. [can't deny that. I couldn't conceive of ever being out of lovewith Judith. But I am. When I

think back to the way I feltabout her, it seems ludicrous. Now, of course, it's Oscar'sturn to be obsessed
by her. First you, then me, then Oscar.But he won't survive long."
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"What makes you say that?"

"He's got his fingers in too many pies. It'll end in tears,you see if it doesn't. You know about the Tabula
Rasa, Isuppose?"

"NO,”

"Why should you?" Estabrook replied. "You weredragged into this, weren't you? I feel guilty about that,
I re?ally do. Not that my feeling guilty's going to do either of us much good, but I want you to know I
never understood the ramifications of what I was doing. If I had, I swear I'd haveleft Judith alone."

"T don't think either of us would have been capable ofthat," Gentle remarked.

"Leaving her alone? No, I don't suppose we would. Ourpaths were already beaten for us, eh? I'm not
saying I'm atotal innocent, mind you. I'm not. I've done some pretty
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wretched things in my time, things I squirm to think about.But compared with the Tabula Rasa, or a mad
bastard likeSartori, I'm not so bad. And when I look out every morning,into God's Nowhere—""Is that
what they call it?"

"Oh, hell, no; they're much more reverential. That's my little nickname. But when I look out at it, I think,
Well, it'sgoing to take us all one of these days, whoever we are: madbastards, lovers, drunkards, it's not
going to pick andchoose. We'll all go to nothing sooner or later. And youknow, maybe it's my age, but
that doesn't worry me any lon?ger. We all have our time, and when it's over, it's over."

"There must be something on the other side, Charlie,"Gentle said.

Estabrook shook his head. "That's all guff," he said."I've seen a lot of people get up and walk into the
Erasure, praying and carrying on. They take a few steps and they're gone. It's like they'd never lived."

"But people are healed here. You were."

"Oscar certainly made a mess of me, and I didn't die. Butl don't know whether being here had much to
do with that.Think about it. If God really was on the other side of thatwall, and He was so damn eager to
heal the sick, don't youthink He'd reach out a little further and stop what's goingon in Yzordderrex? Why
would He put up with horrors likethat, right under His nose? No, Gentle. I call it God's No?where, but
that's only half-right. God isn't there. Maybe Hewas once...."

He trailed away and filled the silence with anotherthroatful of kloupo.

"Thank you for this," Gentle said.

"What is there to thank me for?"

"You've helped me to make up my mind about some?thing."

"My pleasure," Estabrook said. "It's damn difficult tothink straight, isn't it, with this bloody wind blowing
all thetime? Can you find your way back to that lovely lady ofyours, or shall I go with you?"
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"T'll find my way," Gentle replied.

IMAIJICA 79
2

He rapidly regretted declining Estabrook's offer, discover?ing after turning a few corners that one
lamp-lit passagewaylooked much like the next, and that hot only could he not retrace his steps to Pie's
bedside, he couldn't be certain offinding his way back to Estabrook either.

One route he tried brought him into a kind of chapel,where several Dearthers were kneeling facing a
windowthat gave onto God's Nowhere. The Erasure presented inwhat was now total darkness the same
blank face it had bydusk, lighter than the night but shedding none upon it, itsnullity more disturbing than
the atrocities of Beatrix or thesealed rooms of the palace.

Turning his back on both window and worshipers, Gen?tle continued his search for Pie, and accident
finally broughthim back into what he thought was the room where themystif lay. The bed was empty,
however. Disoriented, he was about to go and quiz one of the other patients to con?firm that he had the
right room when he caught sight ofFloccus' meal, or what was left of it, on the floor beside thebed: a few
crusts, half a dozen well-picked bones. Therecould be no doubt that this was indeed Pie's bed. But
wherewas the occupant? He turned to look at the others. Theywere all either asleep or comatose, but he
was determinedto have the truth of this, and was crossing to the nearest bed,when he heard Floccus
running in pursuit, calling after him.

"There you are! I've been looking all over for you."

"Pie's bed is empty, Floccus."

"T know, I know. I went to empty my bladder—I wasaway two minutes, no more—and when I got
back it hadgone. The mystif, not my bladder. I thought maybe you'dcome and taken it away."

"Why would I do that?"

"Don't get angry. There's no harm going to come to ithere. Trust me."
After his discussion with Estabrook, Gentle was by no
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means certain this was true, but he wasn't going to wastetime arguing with Floccus while Pie was
wandering unat?tended.

"Where have you looked?" he asked-
"A1l around,"
"Can't you be a little more precise?"

"I got lost," Floccus said, becoming exasperated. "Allthe tents look alike."
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"Did you go outside?"

"No, why?" Floccus' agitation sank from sight. Whatsurfaced instead was deep dismay. "You don't think
it'sgone to the Erasure?"

"We won't know till we look," Gentle said. "Which way did Athanasius take me? There was a door—"
"Wait! Wait!" Floccus said, snatching hold of Gentle's jacket. "You can't just step out there."

"Why not? I'm a Maestro, aren't [?"

"There are ceremonies—"

"I don't give a shit," Gentle said, and without waiting forfurther objections from Floccus, he headed off in
what hehoped was the right direction.

Floccus followed, trotting beside Gentle, opening newarguments against what Gentle was planning with
everyfourth or fifth step. The Erasure was restless tonight, hesaid, there was talk of ruptures in it; to
wander in its vicinitywhen it was so volatile was dangerous, possibly suicidal; andbesides, it was a
desecration. Gentle might be a Maestro,but it didn't give him the right to ignore the etiquette ofwhat he
was planning. He was a guest, invited in on the un?derstanding that he obey the rules. And rules weren't
writ?ten for the fun of it. There were good reasons to keepstrangers from trespassing there. They were
ignorant, andignorance could bring disaster on everybody.

"What's the use of rules, if nobody really understandswhat's going on out there?" Gentle said.

"But we do! We understand this place. It's where Godbegins."

"

"So if the Erasure kills me, you know what to write in myobituary. 'Gentle ended where God begins.
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"This isn't funny, Gentle."
"Agreed."
"It's life or death."
"Agreed."
"So why are you doing it?"

"Because wherever Pie is, that's where [ belong. And Iwould have thought even someone as half-sighted
andshort-witted as you would have seen that!"

"Y ou mean shortsighted and halfwitted."
"You said it."

Ahead lay the door he and Athanasius had steppedthrough. It was open and unguarded.
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"I just want to say—" Floccus began.

"Leave it alone, Floccus."

"—it's been too short a friendship," the man replied,bringing Gentle to a halt, shamed by his outburst.
"Don't mourn me yet," he said softly.

Floccus made no reply, but backed away from the opendoor, leaving Gentle to step through it alone.
The night out?side was hushed, the wind having dropped to little morethan a breeze. He scanned the
terrain, left and right. Therewere worshipers in both directions, kneeling in the gloom,their heads bowed
as they meditated on God's Nowhere.Not wishing to disturb them, he moved as quietly as hecould over
the uneven ground, but the smaller shards ofrock ahead of him skipped and rolled as he approached, as
though to announce him with their rattle and clatter. This was not the only response to his presence. The
air he ex?haled, which he'd turned to killing use so many times now,darkened as it left his lips, the cloud
shot through withthreads of bright scarlet. They didn't disperse, thesebreaths, but sank as though weighed
down by their own le?thality, wrapping around his torso and legs like funeralrobes. He made no attempt
to shrug them off, even though their folds soon concealed the ground and slowed his step.Nor did he
have to puzzle much over their purpose. Nowthat he was unaccompanied by Athanasius, the air was de?
termined to deny him the defense of walking here as an in?nocent, as a man in pursuit of an errant lover.
Wrapped in
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black and attended by drums, his profounder nature washere revealed: he was a Maestro with a
murderous power athis lips, and there would be no concealing that fact, eitherfrom the Erasure or from
those who were meditating uponit.

Several of the worshipers had been stirred from theircontemplations by the sound of the stones and now
lookedup to see they had an ominous figure in their midst. One,kneeling alone close to Gentle's path, rose
in panic and fled,uttering a prayer of protection. Another fell prostrate, sob?bing. Rather than intimidate
them further with his gaze,Gentle turned his eyes on God's Nowhere, scouring theground close to the
margin of solid earth and void for some sign of Pie 'oh' pah. The sight of the Erasure no longer dis?
tressed him as it had when he'd first stepped out here withAthanasius. Clothed as he was, and thus
announced, hecame before the void as a man of power. For him to haveattempted the rites of
Reconciliation, he must have madehis peace with this mystery. He had nothing to fear from it.

By the time he set eyes on Pie 'oh' pah he was three orfour hundred yards from the door, and the
assembly ofimeditators had thinned to a brave few who'd wanderedfrom the mam knot of the
congregation in search of soli?tude. Some had already retreated, seeing him approach, buta stoical few
kept their praying places and let this strangerpass by without so much as glancing up at him. Now so
folded in sable breath he feared Pie would not recognizehim, Gentle began to call the mystif' s name. The
call wentunacknowledged. Though the mystif's head was no morethan a dark blur in the murk, Gentle
knew what its hungryeyes were fixed upon: the enigma that was coaxing itssteady step the way a cliff
edge might coax a suicide. Hepicked up his pace, his momentum moving steadily largerstones as he went.
Though there was no sign that the mystif was in any hurry, he feared that once it was in the equivocal
region between solid ground and nothingness, it would beirretrievable.

"Pie!" he yelled as he went. "Can you hear me? Please,stop!"
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The words went on clouding and clothing him, but theyhad no effect upon Pie until Gentle turned his
requests intoan order.

"Pie 'oh' pah. This is your Maestro. Stop."

The mystif stumbled as Gentle spoke, as though his de?mand had put an obstacle in its way. A small,
almost bestialsound of pain escaped it. But it did as its sometime sum-moner had ordered and stopped in
its tracks like a dutifulservant, waiting until the Maestro reached its side.

Gentle was within ten paces, now, and saw how far ad?vanced the process of unknitting was. The mystif
was barely more than a shadow among shadows, its features impossibleto read, its body insubstantial. If
Gentle needed any furtherproof that the Erasure was not a place of healing, it was inthe sight of the
uredo, which was more solid than the body ithad fed upon, its livid stains intermittently brightening like
embers caught by a gusting wind.

"Why did you leave your bed?" Gentle said, his paceslowed once again as he approached the mystif. Its
formseemed so tenuous he feared any violent motion might dis?perse it entirely. "There's nothing beyond
the Erasure youneed, Pie. Your life's here, with me."

The mystif took a little time to reply. When it did itsvoice was as ethereal as its substance, a slender,
exhaustedplea emerging from a spirit at the edge of total collapse.

"I don't have any life left, Maestro," it said.

"Let me be the judge of that. I swore to myself I wouldn'tlet you go again, Pie. I want to look after you,
make youwell. Bringing you here was a mistake, I see that now. I'msorry if'it's brought you pain, but I'll
take you away—"

"It wasn't a mistake. You found your way here for yourown reasons."
"You're my reason, Pie. I didn't know who I was till youfound me, and I'll forget myself again if you go."

"No, you won't," it said, the dubious outline of its headturning in Gentle's direction. Though there was no
gleam to mark the place where its eyes had been, Gentle knew it waslooking at him. "You're the Maestro
Sartori. The Recon?ciler of the Imajica." It faltered for a long moment. When
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its voice came again, it was frailer than ever. "And you arealso my master, and my husband, and my
dearest brother....If you order me to stay, then I will stay. But if you loveme, Gentle, then please...let...me
...g20."

The request could scarcely have been made more simplyor more eloquently, and had Gentle known
without ques?tion there was an Eden on the other side of the Erasure,ready to receive Pie's spirit, he
would have let the mystif gothere and then, agonizing as it would be. But he believeddifferently and was
ready to say it, even in such proximity to

the void.
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"It's not heaven, Pie. Maybe God's there, maybe not.

But until we know—"

"Why not just let me go now and see for myself? I'm notafraid. This is the Dominion where my people
were made. Iwant to see it." In these words there was the first hint ofpassion Gentle had so far heard.
"I'm dying, Maestro. Ineed to lie down and sleep."

"What if there's nothing there, Pie? What if it's onlyemptiness?"

"TI'd prefer the absence to the pain."The reply defeated Gentle utterly. "Then you'd bettergo," he said,
wishing he could find some more tender way torelinquish his hold, but unable to conceal his desolation
with platitudes. However much he wanted to save Pie fromsuffering, his sympathy could not outweigh the
need he felt, nor quite annul the sense of ownership which, however un?savory, was a part of what he felt

towards this creature.

"I wish we could have taken this last journey together,Maestro," Pie said. "But you've got work to do, |
know.Great work."

"And how do I do it without you?" Gentle said, knowingthis was a wretched gambit—and half ashamed
of it—butunwilling to let the mystif pass from life without voicingevery desire he knew to keep it from

going.
"You're not alone," Pie said, "You've met Tick Raw andScopique. They were both members of the last
Synod, andthey're ready to work the Reconciliation with you.""They're Maestros?"
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"They are now. They were novices the last time, butthey're prepared now. They'll work in their
Dominionswhile you work in the Fifth."

"They waited all this time?"

"They knew you'd come. Or, if not you, somebody inyour place."
He'd treated them both so badly, he thought, Tick Rawespecially.
"Who'll represent the Second?" he said. "And theFirst?"

"There was a Eurhetemec in Yzordderrex, waiting towork for the Second, but he's dead. He was old the
lasttime, and he couldn't wait. I asked Scopique to find a re?placement.”

"And here?"

"I'd hoped that honor might fall to me, but now you'llneed to find someone in my place. Don't look so
lost, Mae?stro, please. You were a great Reconciler—"

"[ failed. How great is that?"
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""You won't fail again."

"I don't even know the ceremonies."
"You'll remember, after a time."
"How?"

"All that we did and said and felt is still waiting in GamutStreet. All our preparations, all our debates.
Even me."

"Memory isn't enough, Pie."

"I know...."

"I want you real. [ want you ... forever."

"Maybe, when the Imajica is whole again and the FirstDominion opens, you'll find me."

There was some tiny hope in that, he thought, thoughwhether it would be enough to keep him from
despair whenthe mystif had disappeared he didn't know.

"May I go?" Pie said.
Gentle had never uttered a harder syllable than his next."Yes," he said.

The mystif raised its hand, which was no more than afive-fingered wisp of smoke, and put it against
Gentle's lips.
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He felt no physical contact, but his heart jumped in hischest.

"We're not lost," Pie said. "Trust in that."Then the fingers dropped away, and the mystif startedfrom
Gentle's side towards the Erasure. There were per?haps a dozen yards to cover, and as the gap
diminished Gen?tle's heart, already pounding after Pie's touch, beat faster,its drum tolling in his head.
Even now, knowing he couldn'trescind the freedom he'd granted, it was all he could do notto pursue the
mystif and delay it just another moment: tohear its voice, to stand beside it, to be the shadow of its
shadow.

It didn't glance back, but stepped with cruel ease into theno-man's-land between solidity and
nothingness. Gentle re?fused to look away but stared on with a steadfastness moredefiant than heroic.
The place was well named. As the mys?tif walked it was erased, like a sketch that had served its
Creator's purpose and was no longer needed on the page.But unlike the sketch, which however
fastidiously erased al?ways left some trace to mark the artist's error, when Pie fi?nally disappeared the
vanishing was complete, leaving thespot flawless. If Gentle had not had the mystif in his mem?ory—that
unreliable book—it might never have existed.
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When he returned inside, it was to meet the stares of fifty ormore people gathered at the door, all of
whom had obvi?ously witnessed what had just happened, albeit at some dis?tance. Nobody so much as
coughed until he'd passed; thenhe heard the whispers rise like the sound of swarming in?sects. Did they
have nothing better to do than gossip abouthis grief? he thought. The sooner he was away from here,the
better. He'd say his farewells to Estabrook and Floccusand leave immediately.
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He returned to Pie's bed, hoping the mystif might haveleft some keepsake for him, but the only sign of its
presence was the indentation in the pillow on which its beautiful headhad lain. He longed to lie there
himself for a little time, butit was too public for such an indulgence. He would grievewhen he was away

from here.

As he prepared to leave, Floccus appeared, his wiry little body twitching like a boxer anticipating a
blow.

"I'm sorry to interrupt,” he said.
"I was coming to find you anyway," Gentle said. "Just to say thank you, and goodbye."

"Before you go," Floccus said, blinking maniacally, "I've a message for you." He'd sweated all the color
from his faceand stumbled over every other word.

"I'm sorry for my behavior," Gentle said, trying tosoothe him. ""You did all you could have done, and all
yougot for it was my foul temper,"

"No need to apologize."
"Pie had to go, and I have to stay. That's the way of it."
"It's a pleasure to have you back," Floccus gushed. "Re?ally, Maestro, really."

That Maestro gave Gentle a clue to this performance."Floccus? Are you afraid of me?" he said. "You
are, aren'tyou?"

"Afraid? Ah, well—ah, yes. In a manner of speaking.Yes. What happened out there, your getting so
close to theErasure and not being claimed, and the way you'vechanged"—the dark garb still clung about
him, he realized, its slow dispersal draping shreds of smoke around hislimbs—"it puts a different

complexion on things. I hadn'tunderstood; forgive me, it was stupid; I hadn't understood,you know, that I
was in the companyof, well, such a power.If I, you know, caused any offense—"

"You didn't."
"I can be frivolous."
"You were fine company, Floccus."

"Thank you, Maestro. Thank you. Thank you."
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"Please stop thanking me."

"Yes. I will. Thank you."
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"You said you had a message."

"I did? I did."

"Who from?"

"Athanasius. He'd like very much to see you."

Here was the third farewell he owed, Gentle thought."Then take me to him, if you would," he said, and

Floccus,his face flooded with relief that he'd survived this interview,turned and led him from the empty
bed.

In the few minutes it took for them to thread their waythrough the body of the tent, the wind, which had
droppedalmost to nothing at twilight, began to rise with fresh feroc?ity. By the time Floccus ushered him
into the chamberwhere Athanasius waited, it was beating at the walls wildly, The lamps on the floor
flickered with each gust, and by theirpanicky light Gentle saw what a melancholy placeAthanasius
had chosen for their parting. The chamber was amortuary, its floor littered with bodies wrapped in every
kind of rag and shroud, some neatly parceled, most barelycovered: further proof—as if it were
needed—of how poor aplace of healing this was. But that argument was academicnow. This was neither
the time nor the place to bruise the man's faith, not with the night wind thrashing at the wallsand the dead
everywhere underfoot.

"Do you want me to stay?" Floccus asked Athanasius,clearly desperate to be shunned.

"No, no. Go by all means," the other replied.Floccus turned to Gentle and made a little bow. "It wasan
honor, sir," he said, then beat a hasty retreat.

When Gentle looked back towards Athanasius, the manhad wandered to the far end of the mortuary

and was star?ing down at one of the shrouded bodies. He had dressed forthis somber place, the loose

bright garb he'd been wearingearlier discarded in favor of robes so deep a blue they werepractically
black.

"So, Maestro," he said. "I was looking for a Judas in ourmidst and I missed you. That was careless, eh?"

His tone was conversational, which made a statementGentle already found confusing doubly so.
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"What do you mean?" he said.

"I mean you tricked your way into our tents, and nowyou expect to depart without paying a price for
your dese?cration."

"There was no trick," Gentle said. "The mystif was sick,and I thought it could be healed here. If I failed
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to observethe formalities out there, you'll excuse me. I didn't havetime to take a theology lesson."

"The mystif was never sick. Or if it was you sickened it yourself, so you could worm your way in here.
Don't evenbother to protest. [ saw what you did out there. What's themystif going to do, make some
report on us to the Un-beheld?"

"What are you accusing me of exactly?"

"Do you even come from the Fifth, I find myself wonder?ing, or is that also part of the plot?"

"There is no plot."

"Only I've heard that revolution and theology are badbedfellows there, which of course seems strange to
us. Howcan one ever be separated from the other? If you want tochange even a little part of your
condition, you must expectthe consequences to reach the ears of divinities sooner orlater, and then you
must have your reasons ready."

Gentle listened to all of this, wondering if it might not besimplest to quit the room and leave Athanasius to
ramble.Clearly none of this really made any sense. But he owed theman a little patience, perhaps, if only
for the words of wis?dom he'd bestowed at the wedding.

"You think I'm involved in some conspiracy," Gentlesaid. "Is that it?"

"I think you're a murderer, a liar, and an agent of theAutarch," Athanasius said,

"You call me a liar? Who's the one who seduced all thesepoor fuckers into thinking they could be healed
here, you orme? Look at them!" He pointed along the rows. "You call this healing? I don't. And if they
had the breath—"

He reached down and snatched the shroud off the corpseclosest to him. The face beneath was that of a
pretty woman. Her open eyes were glazed. So was her face:
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painted and glazed. Carved, painted, and glazed. He tuggedthe sheet farther back, hearing Athanasius'
hard, humorless laugh as he did so. The woman had a painted child perchedin the crook of her arm.
There was a gilded halo around itshead, and its tiny hand was raised in benediction.

"She may lie very still," Athanasius said. "But don't bedeceived. She's not dead,"

Gentle went to another of the bodies and drew back itscovering. Beneath lay a second Madonna, this
one more ba?roque than the first, its eyes turned up in a beatific swoon.He let the shroud drop from

between his fingers.

"Feeling weak, Maestro?" Athanasius said. ""You con?ceal your fear very well, but you don't deceive
me."

Gentle looked around the room again. There were atleast thirty bodies laid out here. "Are all of them
Madon?nas?" he said.

Reading Gentle's bewilderment as anxiety, Athanasiussaid, "Now I begin to see the fear. This ground is
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sacred tothe Goddess.""Why?"

"Because tradition says a great crime was committedagainst Her sex near this spot. A woman from the
Fifth Do?minion was raped hereabouts, and the spirit of the HolyMother calls sacred any ground thus
marked." He wentdown on his haunches and uncovered another of the stat?ues, touching it reverentially.
"She's with us here," he said."In every statue. In every stone. In every gust of wind. Sheblesses us,
because we dare to come so close to Her enemy'sDominion."

"What enemy?"

"Are you not allowed to utter his name without drop?ping to your knees?" Athanasius said.
"Hapexamendios. Your Lord, the Unbeheld. You can confess it. Why not?You know my secret now,
and I know yours. We're trans?parent to each other. I do have one question, however,before you leave."

"What's that?"

"How did you find out we worship the Goddess? Was itFloccus who told you or Nikaetomaas?"
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"Nobody. I didn't know and I don't much care." Hestarted to walk towards the man. "I'm not afraid of
yourVirgins, Athanasius."

He chose one nearby and unveiled her, from starrycrown to cloud-treading toe. Her hands were clasped
in prayer. Stooping, just as Athanasius had, Gentle put hishand over the statue's knitted fingers.

"For what it's worth," he said, "I think they're beautiful.l was an artist once myself."

"You're strong. Maestro, I'll say that for you. I expectedyou to be brought to your knees by Our Lady."
"First I'm supposed to kneel for Hapexamendios; nowfor the Virgin."

"One in fealty, one in fear."

"I'm sorry to disappoint you, but my legs are my own. I'llkneel when I choose to. If 7 choose to."
Athanasius looked puzzled. "I think you half believethat," he said.

"Damn right I do. I don't know what kind of conspiracy you think I'm guilty of, but I swear there's none."

"Maybe you're more His instrument than I thought,"Athanasius said. "Maybe you're ignorant of His
purpose."

"Oh, no," Gentle said. "I know what work I'm meant to do, and I see no reason to be ashamed of it. If I
can recon?cile the Fifth I will. I want the Imajica whole, and I'd havethought you would too. You can visit
the Vatican. You'llfind it's full of Madonnas."

As though inspired to fury by his words, the wind beat atthe walls with fresh venom, a gust finding its
way into thechamber, raising several of the lighter shrouds into the airand extinguishing one of the lamps.

"He won't save you," Athanasius said, clearly believingthis wind had come to carry Gentle away. "Nor
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will yourignorance, if that's what's kept you from harm."

He looked back towards the bodies he'd been studyingas Floccus departed.
"Lady, forgive us," he said, "for doing this in yoursight."

The words were a signal, it seemed. Four of the figures
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moved as he spoke, sitting up and pulling the shrouds fromtheir heads. No Madonnas these. They were
men andwomen of the Dearth, carrying blades like crescent moons. Athanasius looked back at Gentle.

"Will you accept the blessing of Our Lady before youdie?" he said.

Somebody had already begun a prayer behind him, Gen?tle heard, and he glanced around to see that
there were an?other three assassins there, two of them armed in the samelunatic fashion, the third—a girl
no more than Huzzah'sage, bare-breasted, doe-faced—darting between the rowsuncovering statues as
she went. No two were alike. Therewere Virgins of stone, Virgins of wood, Virgins of plaster.There
were Virgins so crudely carved they were barely rec?ognizable, and others so finely hewn and finished
theylooked ready to draw breath. Though minutes before, Gen?tle had laid his hand on one of this
number without harm,the spectacle faintly sickened him. Did Athanasius knowsomething about the
condition of Maestros that he, Gentle,didn't? Might he somehow be subjugated by this image, theway in
an earlier life he'd been enthralled by the sight of awoman naked, or promising nakedness?

Whatever mystery was here, he wasn't about to letAthanasius murder him while he puzzled it out. He
drewbreath and put his hand to his mouth as Athanasius drew aweapon of his own and started towards
him at speed. Thebreath proved faster than the blade. Gentle unleashed thepneuma, not at Athanasius
directly, but at the ground infront of him. The stones it struck flew into pieces, and Athanasius fell back as
the fusillade hit him. He dropped hisknife and clamped his hands to his face, yelling as much inrage as in
pain. If there was a command in his clamor theassassins missed or ignored it. They kept a respectful dis?
tance from Gentle as he walked towards their woundedleader, through an air still gray with motes of
pulverizedstone. Athanasius was lying on his side, propped on hiselbow. Gentle went down on his
haunches beside the man and carefully drew Athanasius' hands from his face. Therewas a deep cut
beneath his left eye, and another above his
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right. Both were bleeding copiously, as were a score of lit-tler cuts. None of them, however, would be
calamitous for aman who wore wounds the way others wore jewelry. Theywould heal and add to his sum
of scars.

"Call your assassins off, Athanasius," Gentle told him."I didn't come here to hurt anybody, but if you
press me tok I'll kill every last one of them. Do you understand me?"He put his arm beneath the man and
hauled him to his feet."Now call them off."

Athanasius shrugged himself free of Gentle's hold andscanned his cohorts through a drizzle of blood.

"Let him pass," he said. "There'll be another time."
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The assassins between Gentle and the door parted,though none of them lowered or sheathed their
weapons. Gentle stood up and left Athanasius' side, passing only tooffer one final observation.

"I wouldn't want to kill the man who married me to Pie'oh' pah," he said, "so before you come after me
again, ex?amine the evidence against me, whatever it is. And searchyour heart. I'm not your enemy. All
want to do is to heallmajica. Isn't that what your Goddess wants too?"

If Athanasius had wanted to respond, he was too slow.Before he could open his mouth a cry rose from
somewhereoutside, and a moment later another, then another, then a dozen: all howls of pain and panic,
twisted into eardrum-bruising screeches by the gusts that carried them. Gentleturned back to the door,
but the wind had hold of the entirechamber, and even as he made to depart, one of the wallsrose as if a
titanic hand had seized hold of it and lifted it upinto the air. The wind, bearing its freight of screams,
rushedin, flinging the lamps over, their fuel spilled as they rolledbefore it. Caught by the very flames it had
fed, the oil burstinto bright yellow balls, by which light Gentle saw scenes ofchaos on all sides. The
assassins were being thrown overlike the lamps, unable to withstand the power of the wind.One he saw
impaled on her own blade. Another was carriedinto the oil and was instantly consumed by flame.

"What have you summoned?" Athanasius yelled.
"This isn't my doing," Gentle replied.
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Athanasius screeched some further accusation, but it was snatched from his lips as the rampage
escalated. Another ofthe chamber's walls was summarily snatched away, its tat?ters rising into the air like
a curtain to unveil a scene of ca?tastrophe. The storm was at work throughout the length ofthe tents,
disemboweling the glorious and scarlet beastGentle had entered with such awe. Wall after wall was
shredded or wrenched from the ground, the ropes and pegsthat had held them lethal as they flew. And
visible beyond the turmoil, its cause: the once featureless wall of the Era?sure, featureless no longer. It
roiled the way the sky Gentlehad seen beneath the Pivot had roiled, a maelstrom whoseplace of origin
seemed to be a hole torn in the Erasure's fabric. The sight gave substance to Athanasius' charges.
Threatened by assassins and Madonnas, had Gentle unwit?tingly summoned some entity out of the First
Dominion to protect him? If so, he had to find it and subdue it before hehad more innocent lives to add to
the roster of those who'dperished because of him.

With his eyes fixed on the tear, he vacated the chamberand headed towards the Erasure. The route
between wasthe storm's highway. It carried the detritus of its deeds back and forth, returning to places it
had already destroyed in its first assault to pick up the survivors and pitch them into the air like sacks of
bloody down, tearing them open up above. There was a red rain in the gusts, which spattered Gentle as
he went, yet the same authority that was condemning menand women all around left him untouched. It
could not somuch as knock him off his feet. The reason? His breath,which Pie had once called the source
of all magic. Its cloakclung to him as it had before, apparently protecting himfrom the tumult, and, though
it didn't impede his steps, itlent him a mass beyond that of flesh and bone.

With half the distance covered, he glanced back to see if there was any sign of life among the
Madonnas. The placewas easy to find, even amid this carnage; the fire burnedwith a wind-fed fervor, and

through air thickened by bloodand shards Gentle saw that several of the statues had beenraised from
their stony beds and now formed a circle in
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which Athanasius and several of his followers were takingshelter. They'd offer little defense against this
havoc, hethought, but several other survivors could be seen crawlingtowards the place, eyes fixed on the
Holy Mothers.

Gentle turned his back on the sight and strode on to?wards the Erasure, catching sight -of another soul
hereweighty enough to resist the assault: a man in robes thecolor of the shredded tents, sitting
cross-legged on theground no more than twenty yards from the fury's source.His head was hooded, his
face turned towards the mael?strom. Was this monkish creature the force he'd sum?moned? Gentle
wondered. If not, how was this fellowsurviving so close to the engine of destruction?

He started to yell to the man as he approached, by nomeans certain that his voice would carry in the din
of windand screams. But the monk heard. He looked round at Gen?tle, the hood half eclipsing his face.
There was nothing unto?ward about his placid features. His face was in need of a shave; his nose, which
had been broken at some time, inneed of resetting; his eyes in need of nothing. They had allthey wanted,
it seemed, seeing the Maestro approach. Abroad grin broke over the monk's face, and he instantly rose
to his feet, bowing his head.

"Maestro," he said. ""You do me honor." His voicewasn't raised, but it carried through the commotion.
"Haveyou seen the mystif yet?"

"The mystif's gone," Gentle said. He didn't need to yell,he realized. His voice, like his limbs, carried an
unnaturalweight here.

"Yes, I saw it go," the monk replied, "But it's comeback, Maestro. It broke through the Erasure, and the
stormcame after it."

"Where? Where?" Gentle said, turning full circle. "Idon't see it!" He looked accusingly at the man. "It
wouldhave found me if it was here," he said.

"Trust me, it's trying," the man replied. He pulled backhis hood. His gingery curls were thinning, but there
was thevestige of a chorister's charm there. "It's very close, Mae?stro."
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Now it was he who stared into the storm: not to left andright, however, but up into the labyrinthine air.
Gentle fol?lowed his gaze. There were swaths of tattered canvas on the wind high above them, rising and
falling like vast woundedbirds. There were pieces of furniture, shredded clothes, andfragments of flesh.
And in among these clouds of dross, adarting form darker than either sky or storm, descending even as
he set his eyes upon it. The monk drew closer toGentle.

"That's the mystif," he said. "May I protect you, Mae?stro?"

"It's my friend," Gentle said. "I don't need protecting.""I think you do," the other replied, and raised his
armsabove his head, palms out as if to deflect the approachingspirit.

It slowed at the sight of this gesture, and Gentle had time to see the form above him plainly. It was
indeed the mystif,or its remains. Either by stealth or sheer force of will it hadbreached the Erasure. But its
escape had brought it no com?fort whatsoever. The uredo burned more venomously thanever, almost
entirely consuming the shadow body it hadfixed upon and poisoned; and from the sufferer's mouth, ahowl
that could not have been more pained had its gutsbeen drawn out of its belly in front of its eyes.
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It had come to a complete halt now and hovered abovethe two men like a diver arrested in mid-descent,
arms out?stretched, head, or its traces, thrown back."Pie?" Gentle said. "Have you done this?"The howl
went on. If there were words in its anguish,Gentle couldn't make them out.

"T have to speak to it," Gentle said to his protector. "Ifyou're causing it pain, for God's sake stop."

"It came out of the margin howling like this," the mansaid.

"At least drop your defenses.""It'll attack us.""I'll take that risk," he replied.

The man let his shunning hands fall to his side. The formabove them twisted and turned but did not
descend. An-
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other force had a claim upon it, Gentle realized. It wasthrashing to resist a summons from the Erasure,
which wascalling it back into the place from which it had escaped.

"Can you hear me, Pie?" Gentle asked it.

The howl went on, unabated.

"If you can speak, do it!"

"It's already speaking," the monk said.

"I only hear howls," Gentle said.

"Past the howls," came the reply, "there are words."

Drops of fluid fell from the mystif s wounds as its strug?gles to resist the Erasure's power intensified.
They stank ofputrescence and burned Gentle's upturned face, but theirsting brought comprehension of the
words encoded in Pie'sscreeches.

"Undone," the mystif was saying. "We're... undone...."

"Why did you do this?" Gentle asked.

"It wasn't... me. The storm was sent to claim me back."

"Out of the First?"

"It's...His will," Pie said. "His... will...."

Though the tortured form above him resembled thecreature he'd loved and wed scarcely at all, Gentle
couldstill hear fragments of Pie 'oh' pah in these replies and,hearing them, wanted to raise his own voice
in anguish atthe thought of Pie's pain. The mystif had gone into the Firstto end its suffering; but here it

was, suffering still, and hewas powerless to help it or heal it. All he could do by way ofcomfort was tell it
that he understood, which he did. Itsmessage was perfectly clear. In the trauma of their partingPie had
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sensed some equivocation in him. But there wasnone, and he said so.

"I know what I have to do," he told the sufferer. "Trust me, Pie. I understand. I'm the Reconciler. I'm not
going to run from that."

At this, the mystif writhed like a fish on a hook, no lon?ger able to keep itself from being hauled in by the
fishermanin the First. It started to scrabble at the air, as if it might gainanother moment in this Dominion
by catching hold of amote. But the power that had sent such furies in pursuit of ithad too strong a hold,
and the spirit was drawn back to-
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wards the Erasure. Instinctively Gentle reached up towardsit, hearing and ignoring a cry of alarm from
the man at hisside. The mystif reached for his hand, extending its shadowysubstance to do so, and curling
grotesquely long fingersaround Gentle's. The contact sent such a convulsion through his system he would
have been thrown to theground but that his protector took hold of him. As it was hismarrow seemed to
burn in his bones, and he smelled thestench of rot off his skin, as though death were coming uponhim
inside and out. It was hard, in that agony, to hold on tothe mystif, much less to the words it was trying to
say. Buthe fought the urge to let go, struggling for the sense of thefew syllables he was able to grasp.
Three of them were hisname.

"Sartori..."

"I'm here, Pie," Gentle said, thinking perhaps the thingwas blinded now. "I'm still here."

But the mystif wasn't naming its Maestro."The other," it said. "The other.. .""What about him?"
"He knows," Pie murmured. "Find him, Gentle. Heknows."

With this command, their fingers separated. The mystif reached to take hold of Gentle again, but with its
frail holdlost it was prey to the Erasure and was instantly snatchedtowards the tear through which it had
appeared. Gentlestarted after it, but his limbs had been more severelytraumatized by the convulsion than
he'd thought, and hislegs simply folded up beneath him. He fell heavily, butraised his head in time to catch
sight of the mystif disap?pearing into the void. Sprawled on the hard ground, he re?membered his first
pursuit of Pie, through the empty, icy streets of Manhattan. He'd fallen then, too, and looked upas he did
now to see the riddle escaping him, unsolved. But it had turned that first time; turned and spoken to him
across the river of Fifth Avenue, offering him the hope,however frail, of another meeting. Not so now. It
went intothe Erasure like smoke through a drafty door, its cry stop?ping dead.
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"Not again," Gentle murmured.
The monk was crouching at his side. "Can you stand," heasked, "or shall I get help?"
Gentle put his hands beneath him and pushed himself upinto a kneeling position, making no reply to the
question. With the mystif's disappearance, the malignant wind thathad come after it, and brought such
devastation, was drop?ping away, and as it did so the debris it had been keepingaloft descended in a

grim hail. For a second time the monkraised his hands to ward off the descending force. Gentlewas
barely aware of what was happening. His eyes were on the Erasure, which was rapidly losing its roiling
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motion. Bythe time the rain of canvas, stones, and bodies had stopped,every last trace of detail had gone
from the divide, and itwas once again an absence over which the eye slid, findingno purchase.

Gentle got to his feet and, turning his eyes from the nul?lity, scanned the desolation that lay in every other
direction but one. The circle of Madonnas he'd glimpsed through the storm was still intact, and sheltering
in its midst were half a hundred survivors, some of them on their knees sobbing orpraying, many kissing
the feet of the statues that hadshielded them, still others gazing towards the Erasure fromwhich the
destruction that claimed all but these fifty, plusthe Maestro and the monk, had come.

"Do you see Athanasius?" Gentle asked the man at hisside.

"No, but he's alive somewhere," came the reply. "He'slike you, Maestro; he's got too much purpose in
him to die."

"I don't think any purpose would have saved me if youhadn't been here," Gentle remarked. "You've got
realpower in your bones."

"A little, maybe," the monk replied, with a modestsmile. "I had a fine teacher."

"So did L," Gentle said softly. "But I lost it." Seeing theMaestro's eyes filling, the monk made to
withdraw, butGentle said, "Don't worry about the tears. I've been run?ning from them too long. Let me
ask you something. I'llquite understand if you say no."
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"What, Maestro?"

"When I leave here, I'm going back to the Fifth to pre?pare for a Reconciliation. Would you trust me
enough tojoin the Synod; to represent the First?"

The monk's face broke into bliss, shedding years as hesmiled, "It would be my honor, Maestro," he said.
"There's risk in it," Gentle warned.

"There always was. But I wouldn't be here if it weren'tfor you."

"How so?"

"You're my inspiration, Maestro," the man replied, in?clining his head in deference. "Whatever you
require of me,I'll perform as best I can."

"Stay here, then. Watch the Erasure and wait. I'll findyou when the time comes." He spoke with more
certaintythan he felt, but then perhaps the illusion of competencewas part of every Maestro's repertoire.

"I'll be waiting," the monk replied.
"What's your name?"
"When I joined the Dearthers they called me ChickaJackeen."

"Jackeen?"

Page 79



"It means worthless fellow," the man replied.

"Then we've got much in common," Gentle said. Hetook the man's hand and shook it. "Remember me,
Jack?een."

"You've never left my mind," the man replied.

There was some subtext here Gentle couldn't grasp, butthis was no time to delve. He had two
demanding and dan?gerous journeys ahead of him: the first to Yzordderrex, thesecond from that city
back to the Retreat. Thanking Jack?een for his good offices, Gentle left him at the Erasure andpicked his
way back through the devastation towards thecircle of Madonnas. Some of the survivors were leaving its
shelter to begin a search of the site, presumably in thehope—vain, he suspected—of finding others alive.
It was ascene of grief and bewilderment he'd witnessed too manytimes on his journey through the
Dominions. Much as hewould have liked to believe it was mere happenstance that
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these scenes of devastation coincided with his presence, hecouldn't afford to indulge such self-delusion.
He was assurely wedded to the storm as he was to Pie. More so now,perhaps, with the mystif gone. "

Jackeen's observation that Athanasius was too purpose?ful a soul to have perished was confirmed as
Gentle drewcloser to the circle. The man was standing at the center of aknot of Dearthers, leading a
prayer of thanks to the HolyMother for their survival. As Gentle reached the perimeter,Athanasius raised
his head. One eye was closed beneath a scab of blood and dirt, but there was enough hatred in theother
to burn in a dozen eyes. Meeting its gaze, Gentle ad?vanced no further, but the priest dropped the
volume of his prayer to a whisper anyway, preventing the trespasser from hearing the terms of his
devotion. Gentle's ears were not sodulled by the din he didn't catch a few of the phrases, how?ever.
Though the woman represented in so many modesaround the circle was clearly the Virgin Mary, she
appar-" ently went by other names here; or else had sisters. Heheard her called Uma Umagammagi,
Mother Imajica; andheard too the name Huzzah had first whispered to him inher cell beneath the maison
de sante: Tishalull6. There wasa third, though it took Gentle a little time to be certain he'dunderstood the
naming aright, and that was Jokalaylau.Athanasius prayed that she'd keep a place for them at herside in
the snows of paradise, which made Gentle wonderrather sourly if the man had ever trodden those
wastes, that he could think them a heavenly place.

Though the names were strange, the inspiring spirit wasnot. Athanasius and his forlorn congregation were
prayingto the same loving Goddess at whose shrines in the Fifthcountless candles were lit every day.
Even Gentle at hismost pagan had conceded the presence of that woman in hislife and worshiped her the
only way he'd known how: with the seduction and temporary possession of her sex. Had heknown a
mother or a loving sister he might have learned abetter devotion than lust, but he hoped and believed the

Holy Woman would forgive him his trespasses, even if Athanasius would not. The thought comforted
him. He
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would need all the protection he could assemble in the bat?tle that lay ahead, and it was no little solace
to think that theMother Imajica had her worshiping places in the Fifth,where that battle would be fought.

With the ad hoc service over, Athanasius let his congre?gation go about the business of searching the

Page 80



wreckage. Forhis part, he stayed in the middle of the circle, where a fewsurvivors who'd made it that far,
but perished, lay sprawled.

"Come here, Maestro," Athanasius said. "There's some?thing you should see."

Gentle stepped into the circle, expecting Athanasius toshow him the corpse of a child or some fragile
beauty, bro?ken. But the face at his feet was male, and far from inno?cent.

"You knew him, I think."
"Yes. His name was Estabrook."

Charlie's eyes were closed, his mouth too: sealed up inthe moment of his passing. There was very little
sign ofphysical damage. Perhaps his heart had simply given out in the excitement.

"Nikaetomaas said you brought him here because youthought he was me."

"We thought he was a Messiah," Athanasius said."When we realized he wasn't we kept looking,
expecting amiracle. Instead—"

"You got me. For what it's worth, you were right. I did bring all this destruction with me. I don't quite
know why,and I don't expect you to forgive me for it, but [ want you tounderstand that I take no
pleasure in it. All I want to do ismake good the damage I've done."

"And how will you do that, Maestro?" Athanasius said.His one good eye brimmed with tears as he
surveyed thebodies. "How will you make this good? Can you resurrect them with what's between your
legs? Is that the trick of it?Can you fuck them back into life?"

Gentle made a guttural sound of disgust.

"Well, that's what you Maestros think, isn't it? Youdon't want to suffer, you just want the glory. You lay
yourrod on the land, and the land bears fruit. That's what you
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think. But it doesn't work that way. It's your blood the landwants; it's your sacrifice. And as long as you
deny that, oth?ers are going to die in your place. Believe me, I'd cut my throat now if I thought I could
raise these people, but I've been played a wretched trick. I've the will to do it, but my blood's not worth

a damn. Yours is.' I don't know why. Iwish it weren't. But it is."

"Would Uma Umagammagi like to see me bleed?" Gen?tle said. "Or Tishalulte? Or Jokalaylau? Is that
what yourloving mothers want from this child?"

"You don't belong to them. I don't know who you be?long to, but you didn't come from their sweet
bodies."

"I must have come from somewhere," Gentle said, voic?ing that thought for the first time in his life. "I've
got a pur?pose in me, and I think God put it there."

"Don't look too far, Maestro. Your ignorance may bethe only defense the rest of us have got against
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you. Give up your ambition now, before you find out what you're reallycapable of."

"[ can't."

"Oh, but it's easy," Athanasius said. "Kill yourself, Mae?stro. Let the land have your blood. That's the
greatest ser?vice you could do the Dominions now."

There was the bitterest echo, in these words, of a letterhe'd read months ago, in another kind of
wilderness.

Do this for the women of the world, Vanessa had written. Slit your lying throat.

Had he really traveled the Dominions simply to have theadvice he'd been given by a woman whom he'd
cheated inlove returned to him? After all this striving for comprehen?sion, was he finally as injurious and
fraudulent a Maestro ashe was a lover?

Athanasius read the accuracy of this last dart off his tar?get's face and with a feral grin hammered it
home.

"Do it soon, Maestro," he said. "There are enough or?phans in the Dominions already, without you
indulgingyour ambitions for another day."

Gentle let these cruelties go. "You married me to the
104 CLIVE BARKER
love of my life, Athanasius," he said. "I won't ever forgetthat kindness."

"Poor Pie 'oh' pah," the other man replied, grinding thepoint home. "Another of your victims. What a
poison there must be in you, Maestro."

Gentle turned and left the circle without responding,with Athanasius repeating his earlier advice to usher
him onhis way.

"Kill yourself soon, Maestro," he said. "For you, for Pie,for all of us. Kill yourself soon."
2

It took Gentle a quarter of an hour to make his way through the ravagement to open ground, hoping as
he went that he'd find some vehicle—Floccus', perhaps—that he could com?mandeer for the return
journey to Yzordderrex. If he foundnothing, it would be a long trek on foot, but that would haveto be the
way of it. What little illumination the fires behindhim proftered soon dwindled, and he was obliged to
searchby starlight, which would most probably have failed to showhim the vehicle had his path not been
redirected by thesqueals of Floccus Dado's porcine pet Sighshy” who, alongwith her litter, was still
inside. The car had been thrownover in the storm, and so he went to it simply to let the ani?mals out,
planning to go on to find another. But as he strug?gled with the handle a human face appeared at the
steamed-up window. Floccus was inside and greeted Gen?tle's appearance with a clamor of relief almost
as high-pitched as Sighshy's. Gentle clambered up onto the side ofthe car and after much swearing and
sweating wrenched thedoor open with brute force.

"Oh, you're a sight to behold, Maestro," Floccus said. "I thought I was going to suffocate in there."
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The stench was piercing, and it came with Floccus whenhe clambered out. His clothes were caked in the
litter's ex?crement, and Mama's too.

"How the hell did you get in there?" Gentle asked him.
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Floccus wiped a turd trail off his spectacles and blinkedat his savior through them.

"When Athanasius told me to summon you, I thought,Something's wrong here, Dado. You'd better go
while youcan. I'd just got into the car when the storm started, and itwas simply turned over, with all of us
inside. The windows are unbreakable, and the locks were jammed. I couldn't getout."

"You were lucky to be in there."

"So I see," Floccus observed, surveying the distant vistaof destruction. ""What happened out here?"

"Something came out of the First, in pursuit of Pie 'oh'pah."”

"The Unbeheld did this?"

"So it would seem."

"Unkind," Floccus said softly, which was surely the un?derstatement of the night.

Floccus lifted Sighshy and her litter—two of which had perished when their mother fell on them—out of
the vehi?cle; then he and Gentle set to the task of putting it back onfour wheels. It took some doing, but

Floccus made up instrength what he lacked in height, and between the two ofthem the job was done.

Gentle had made plain his intention to return to Yzord?derrex but wasn't certain of Floccus™® intentions
until the en?gine was running. Then he said, "Are you coming withme?"

"I should stay," Floccus replied. There was a fretfulpause. "But I've never been much good with death.”
"You said the same thing about sex."

"It's true."

"That doesn't leave much, does it?"

"Would you prefer to go without me, Maestro?"

"Not at all. If you want to come, come. But let's getgoing. I want to be in Yzordderrex by dawn."
"Why, what happens at dawn?" Floccus said, a supersti?tious flutter in his voice.

"It's a new day."

"Should we be grateful for that?" the other man in-
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quired, as though he sniffed some profound wisdom in the Maestro's reply but couldn't quite grasp it.
"Indeed we should, Floccus, indeed we should. For theday, and for the chance."

"What...er...what chance would that be exactly?"

"The chance to change the world."

"Ah," said Floccus. "Of course. To change the world. I'llmake that my prayer from now on."

"We'll compose it together, Floccus. We've got to inventeverything from now on: who we are, what we
believe.There's been too many old roads taken. Too many olddramas repeated. We've got to find a new

way by tomor?row."

"A new way."

"That's right. We'll make that our ambition, agreed? Tobe new men by the time the comet comes up."
Floccus' doubt was visible, even by starlight. "Thatdoesn't give us very long," he observed.

True enough, Gentle thought. In the Fifth, midsummercould not be very far off, and though he didn't yet
compre?hend the reasons, he knew the Reconciliation could only be performed on that day. There was a
fine irony. Having frit?tered away lifetimes in pursuit of sensation, the span he hadleft in which to make
good the error of that waste could bemeasured in terms of hours.

"There'll be time," he said, hoping to answer Floccus'doubts, and subdue his own, but knowing in his
heart othearts that he was doing neither.

I

Jude was stirred from the torpor Quaisoir's narcotic bedhad induced in her not by sound—she'd long
since becomeaccustomed to the anarchy that had raged unabatedthroughout the night—but by a sense of
unease too vague tobe identified and too insistent to be ignored. Something ofconsequence had
happened in the Dominion, and thoughher wits were dulled by indulgence, she woke too agitatedto return
to the comfort of a scented pillow. Head throb?bing, she heaved herself up out of the bed and went in
search of her sister. Concupiscentia was at the door, with asly smile on her face. Jude half remembered
the creatureslipping into one of her drugged dreams, but the detailswere hazy, and the foreboding she'd
woken with was moreimportant now than remembering the fantasies that hadgone before. She found
Quaisoir in a darkened room, sit?ting beside the window.

"Did something wake you, sister?" Quaisoir asked her.
"T don't quite know what, but yes. Do you know what itwas?"

"Something in the desert," Quaisoir replied, turning herhead towards the window, though she lacked the
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eyes to seewhat lay outside. "Something momentous."
"[s there any way of finding out what?"

Quaisoir took a deep breath. "No easy way."

"But there is one?"

"Yes, there's a place beneath the Pivot Tower..."

Concupiscentia had followed Judith into the room, butnow, at the mention of this place, she made to
withdraw.She was neither quiet nor fast enough, however. Quaisoirsummoned her back.

"Don't be afraid," she told the creature. "We don't needyou with us once we're inside. But fetch a lamp,
will you?And something to eat and drink. We may be there awhile."
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It was half a day and more since Jude and Quaisoir hadtaken refuge in the suite of chambers, and in that
time anylast occupants of the palace had made their escape, doubt?less fearing the revolutionary zeal that
would want the for?tress cleansed of the Autarch's excesses down to the lastbureaucrat. Those
bureaucrats had fled, but the zealotshadn't appeared in their place. Though Jude had heardcommotion in
the courtyards as she'd dozed, it had nevercome close. Either the fury that had moved the tide was ex?
hausted, and the insurgents were resting before they begantheir assault on the palace, or else their fervor
had lost its singular purpose altogether, and the commotion she'dheard was factions battling with each
other for the right toplunder, which conflicts had destroyed them all, left, right,and center. Whatever, the
consequence was the same: a pal?ace built to house many thousands of souls—servants, sol?diers, pen
pushers, cooks, stewards, messengers, torturers,and majordomos—was deserted, and they went
through it,Jude led by Concupiscentia's lamp, Quaisoir led by Jude,like three tiny specks of life lost in a
vast and dark machine.The only sounds were their footsteps, and those that saidmachine made as it ran
down: hot-water pipes ticking as thefurnaces that fed them guttered out; shutters beating them?selves to
splinters in empty rooms; guard dogs barking ongnawed leashes, fearful their masters would not come
again.Nor would they. The furnaces would cool, the shuttersbreak, and the dogs, trained to bring death,
would have itcome to them in their turn. The age of the Autarch Sartoriwas over, and no new age had yet

begun.

As they walked Jude asked for an explanation of theplace to which they were going, and by way of
reply Quai?soir offered first a history of the Pivot. Of all the Autarch's devices to subdue and rule the
Reconciled Dominions, shesaid—subverting the religions and governments of his ene?mies; setting nation
against nation—none would have kepthim in power for more than a decade had he not possessed the
genius to steal and to set at the center of his empire thegreatest symbol of power in the Imajica. The Pivot
was
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Hapexamendios' marker, and the fact that the Unbeheld had allowed the architect of Yzordderrex to
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even touch,much less move, his pylon was for many proof that howevermuch they might despise the
Autarch, he was touched bydivinity and could never be toppled, What powers it hadconferred on its
possessor even she didn't know.

"Sometimes," she said, "when he was high on kreau-chee, he'd talk about the Pivot as though he was
married to it, and he was the wife. Even when we made love he'd talkthat way. He'd say it was in him the
way he was in me. He'dalways deny it afterward, of course, but it was in his mindalways. It's in every
man's mind."

Jude doubted this, and said so.

"But they so want to be possessed,” Quaisoir replied. "They want some Holy Spirit inside them. You
listen totheir prayers."

"That's not something I hear very often."

"You will when the smoke clears," Quaisoir replied."They'll be afraid, once they realize the Autarch's
gone. They may have hated him, but they'll hate his absencemore."

"If they're afraid they'll be dangerous," Jude said, realiz?ing as she spoke how well these sentiments
might havecome from Clara Leash's mouth. "They won't be devout."

Concupiscentia halted, before Quaisoir could take upher account afresh, and began to murmur a little
prayer other own.

"Are we here?" Quaisoir asked.

The creature broke the rhythm of her entreaty to tell hermistress that they were. There was nothing
remarkableabout the door in front of them, or the staircases that woundout of sight to either side of it. All
were monumental, and therefore commonplace. They'd passed through dozens ofportals like this as
they'd made their way through theplace's cooling belly. But Concupiscentia was plainly in ter?ror of it, or
rather of what lay on the other side.

"Are we near the Pivot?" Jude said.

"The tower's directly above us," Quaisoir replied.
"That's not where we're going?"
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"No. The Pivot would probably kill us both. But there's achamber below the tower, where the messages
the Pivotcollects drain away. I've spied there often, though he neverknew it."

Jude let go of Quaisoir's arm and went to the door, keep?ing to herself the irritation she felt at being
denied the toweritself. She wanted to see this power, which had reputedlybeen shaped and planted by
God Himself. Quaisoir hadtalked of it as lethal, and perhaps it was, but how was any?one to know until
they'd tested themselves against it? Per?haps its reputation was the Autarch's invention, his way of
keeping its gifts for himself. Under its aegis, he'd prospered,no doubt of that. What might others do, if
they had its bless?ing conferred upon them? Turn night to day?
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She turned the handle and pushed open the door. Sourand chilly air issued from the darkened space
beyond. Jude summoned Concupiscentia to her side, took the lamp fromthe creature, and held it high.
Ahead lay a small inclinedcorridor, its walls almost burnished.

"Do I wait here, lady?" Concupiscentia asked.
"Give me whatever you brought to eat," Quaisoir re?plied, "and stay outside the door. If you hear or see
any?body, I want you to come and find us. I know you don't like to go in there, but you must be brave.

Understand me, dear-ling?"

"I understand, lady," Concupiscentia replied, handing toher mistress the bundle and the bottle she'd
carried withher.

Thus laden, Quaisoir took Jude's arm and they steppedinto the passage. One part of the fortress's
machine was stilloperational, it seemed, because as soon as they closed the door after them a circuit,
broken as long as the door stoodwide, was completed, and the air began to vibrate againsttheir skin:
vibrate and whisper.

"Here they are," Quaisoir said. "The intimations."

That was too civilized a word for this sound, Judethought. The passageway was filled with a quiet

commo?tion, like snatches from a thousand radio stations, all incom?prehensible, coming and going as the
dial was flipped, and

IMAJICA 111

flipped again. Jude raised the lamp to see how much fartherthey had to travel. The passageway ended
ten yards ahead,but with every yard they covered the din increased—not involume but in complexity—as
new stations were added tothe number the walls were already tuned into. None of itwas music. There
were multitudes of voices raised as a sin?gle sound, and there were solitary howls; there were sobs,and
shouts, and words spoken like a recitation.

"What is this noise?" Jude asked.

"The Pivot hears every piece of magic in the Dominions.Every invocation, every confession, every dying
oath. Thisis the Unbeheld's way of knowing what Gods are being wor?shiped besides Him. And what
Goddesses, t00."

"He spies on deathbeds?" Jude said, more than faintlydisgusted by the thought.

"On every place where a mortal thing speaks to the di?vine, whether the divinity exists or not, whether
the prayer'sanswered or not, He's there."

"Here too?" Jude said.
"Not unless you start praying," Quaisoir said.
"I won't."

They were at the end of the passage, and the air wasbusier than ever; colder, too. The lamp's light
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illuminated aroom shaped like a colander, maybe twenty feet across, itscurved walls as polished as those
of the passage. In the floorwas a grille, like a gutter beneath a butcher's table, throughwhich the detritus
of prayers, ripped from the hearts ofthose in grief or washed up in tears of joy, ran off into themountain
upon which Yzordderrex was built. It was diffi?cult for Jude to grasp the notion of prayer as a solidthing
—a kind of matter to be gathered, analyzed, and slu?iced away—but she knew her incomprehension
was a con?sequence of living in a world out of love withtransformation. There was nothing so solid that it
couldn'tbe abstracted, nothing so ethereal that it couldn't find aplace in the material world. Prayer might
be substance after a time, and thought (which she'd believed skull-bound until the dream of the blue
stone) fly like a bright-eyed bird, see?ing the world remote from its sender; a flea might unravel
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flesh if wise to its code; and flesh in its turn move betweenworlds as a picture drawn in the mind of
passage. All thesemysteries were, she knew, part of a single system if shecould only grasp it: one form
becoming another, and an?other, and another, in a glorious tapestry of transforma?tions, the sum of
which was Being itself.

It was no accident that she embraced that possibilityhere. Though the sounds that filled the room were
incom?prehensible as yet, their purpose was known to her, and itraised the ambition of her thoughts. She
let go of Quaisoir'sarm and walked into the middle of the room, setting thelamp down beside the grille in

the floor. They'd come herefor a specific reason, and she knew she had to hold fast to that; otherwise her
thoughts would be carried away on theswell of sound.

"How do we make sense of it?" she said to Quaisoir.

"It takes time," her sister replied. "Even for me. But Imarked the compass points on the walls. Do you
see?"

She did. Crude marks, scratched in the surface sheen.

"The Erasure is north-northwest of here. We can narrowthe possibilities a little by turning in that
direction." She ex?tended her arms, like a haunting spirit. "Will you lead me tothe middle?" she said.

Jude obliged, and they both turned in the direction of theErasure. As far as Jude was concerned, doing
so did littlegood. The din continued in all its complexity. But Quaisoirdropped her hands and listened
intently, moving her headslightly from side to side as she did so. Several minutespassed, Jude keeping her
silence for fear an inquiry wouldbreak her sister's concentration, and was rewarded for herdiligence,
finally, with some murmured words.

"They're praying to the Madonna," Quaisoir said.

"Who are?"

"Dearthers. Out at the Erasure. They're giving thanksfor their deliverance and asking for the souls of the
dead to be received into paradise."

She fell silent again for a time, and now, with some clueas to what she had to listen for, Jude attempted

to sortthrough the intimations that filled her head. But although
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she was refining her focus, and could now snatch words andphrases out of the cpnfusion, she couldn't
hold that focuslong enough to make any sense of what she heard. After atime Quaisoir's body relaxed,
and she shrugged.

"There's just glimpses now," she said. "I think they'refinding bodies. I hear little sobs of prayers and little
oaths."

"Do you know what happened?"

"This was some time ago," Quaisoir said. "The Pivot's had these prayers for several hours. But it was
somethingcalamitous, that's certain," she said. "I think there are a lotof casualties."

"It's as if what happened in, Yzordderrex is spreading,"Jude said.
"Maybe it is," Quaisoir said. "Do you want to sit downand eat?"
"In here?"

"Why not? I find it very soothing." Reaching for Jude tohelp her, Quaisoir squatted down. "You get used
to it aftera time. Maybe a little addicted. Speaking of which . . .where's the food?" Jude put the bundle
into Quaisoir's out?stretched hands. "I hope the child packed kreauchee."

Her fingers were strong and, having scoured the surfaceof the bundle, dug deep, passing the contents
over to Judeone by one. There was fruit, there were three loaves ofblack bread, there was some meat,
and—the finding enough to bring a gleeful yelp from Quaisoir—a small parcel whichshe did not pass over
to Jude but put to her nose.

"Bright thing," Quaisoir said. "She knows what I need."

"Is it some kind of drug?" Jude said, laying down thefood. "I don't want you taking it. [ need you here,
not drift?ing off."

"Are you trying to forbid me my pleasure, after the wayyou dreamed on my pillows?" Quaisoir said.
"Oh, yes, Theard your gasping and your groaning. Who were you imag?ining?"

"That's my business."

"And this 1s mine," Quaisoir replied, discarding the tis?sue in which Concupiscentia had fastidiously
wrapped thekreauchee. It looked appetizing, like a cube of fudge.
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"When you've got no addiction of your own, sister, then you can moralize," Quaisoir said. "I won't listen,
but youcan moralize."

With that, she put the whole of the kreauchee into hermouth, chewing on it contentedly. Jude,
meanwhile, sought more conventional sustenance, choosing among the variousfruits one that resembled a
diminutive pineapple and peel?ing it to discover it was just that, its jufce tart but its meattasty. That eaten,
she went on to the bread and slivers ofmeat, her hunger so stimulated by the first few bites that she
steadily devoured the lot, washing it down with bitter waterfrom the bottle. The fall of prayers that had
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seemed so insis?tent when she'd first entered the chamber could not com?pete with the more immediate
sensations of fruit, bread,meat, and water; the din became a background burblewhich she scarcely
thought about until she'd finished hermeal. By that time, the kreauchee was clearly working in Quaisoir's
system. She was swaying back and forth asthough in the arms of some invisible tide.

"Can you hear me?" Jude asked her.

She took awhile to reply. "Why don't you join me?" shesaid. "Kiss me, and we can share the kreauchee.
Mouth tomouth. Mind to mind."

"I don't want to kiss you."

"Why not? Do you hate yourself too much to makelove?" She smiled to herself, amused by the perverse
logicof this. "Have you ever made love to a woman?"

"Not that [ remember."

"I have. At the Bastion. It was better than being with aman."

She reached out towards Jude and found her hand withthe accuracy of one sighted.

"You're cold," she said.

"No, you're hot," Jude replied, moving to break the con?tact.

"Y ou know what air makes this place so cold, sister?"Quaisoir said. "It's the pit beneath the city, where
the fakeRedeemer went."
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Jude looked down at the grille and shuddered. The deadwere down there somewhere.

"You're cold like the dead are cold," Quaisoir went on."Icy heart." All this she said in a singsong voice,
to therhythm of her rocking. "Poor sister. To be dead already."

"I don't want to hear any more of .this," Jude said. She'dpreserved her equanimity so far, but Quaisoir's
fugue talkwas beginning to irritate her. "If you don't stop," she saidquietly, "I'm going to leave you here."

"Don't do that," Quaisoir replied. "I want you to stayand make love to me."

"I've told you—"

"Mouth to mouth. Mind to mind."

"You're talking in circles."

"That's the way the world was made," she said. "Joined together, round and round." She put her hand to

her mouth, as if to cover it, then smiled, with almost fiendish glee. "There's no way in and there's no way
out. That's what the Goddess says. When we make love, we go roundand round—"
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She searched for Jude a second time, with the sameunerring ease, and a second time Jude withdrew her
hand,realizing as she did so that this repetition was part of hersister's egocentric game. A sealed system
of mirrored flesh,moving round and round. Was that truly how the world wasmade? If so, it sounded like
a trap, and she wanted her mindout of it, there and then.

"I can't stay in here," she said to Quaisoir.

"You'll come back?" her sister replied.

"Yes, in a while."

The answer was more repetition. "You'll come back."

This time Jude didn't bother replying, but crossed to thepassageway and climbed back up to the door.
Concupis-centia was still waiting on the other side, asleep now, herform delineated by the first signs of
dawn through the win?dow on the sill of which she rested. The fact that day wasbreaking surprised Jude;
she'd assumed that there were sev?eral hours yet before the comet reared its burning head. Shewas
obviously more disoriented than she'd thought, the
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time she'd spent in the room with Quaisoir—listening to theprayers, eating, and arguing—not minutes but
hours. Shewent to the window and looked down at the dim courtyards. Birds stirred on a ledge
somewhere below her and rose sud?denly, heading into the brightening sky, taking her eye with them, up
towards the tower. Quaisoir had been unequivocalabout the dangers of venturing there. But for all her
talk oflove between women, wasn't she still in thrall to the myth?ologies of the man who'd made her
Queen of Yzordderrex,and therefore bound to believe that the places he kept herfrom would do her
harm? There was no better time to chal?lenge that mythology than now, Jude thought, with a new day
beginning, and the power that had uprooted the Pivotand raised such walls around it gone.

She went to the stairs and started to climb. After a fewsteps their curve took her into utter darkness, and
she wasobliged to ascend as blind as the sister she'd left below, her palm flat against the cold wall. But
after maybe thirty stairs her outstretched arm encountered a door, so heavy she first assumed it to be
locked. It required all her strength to open,but her effort was well rewarded. On the other side was a
passageway lighter than the staircase she'd climbed, thoughstill gloomy enough to limit her sight to less
than ten yards.Hugging the wall, she advanced with great caution, herroute bringing her to the corner of a
corridor, the door thathad once sealed it oft from the chamber at its end blownfrom its hinges and lying,
fractured and twisted, on the tiledfloor beyond. She paused here, in order to listen for anysign of the
wrecker's presence. There was none, so shemoved on past the place, her gaze drawn to a flight of stairs
that led up to her left. Forsaking the passageway, she begana second ascent, this one also leading into
darkness, untilshe rounded a corner and a sliver of light descended to meether. Its source was the door
at the summit of the stairs,which stood slightly ajar.

Again, she halted a moment. Though there was no overtindication of power here—the atmosphere was

almost tran?quil—she knew that the force she'd come to confront was undoubtedly waiting in its silo at
the top of the stairs, and
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more than likely sentient. She didn't discount the possibility that this hush was contrived to soothe her,
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and the light sent to coax. But if it wanted her up there, it must have a reason.And if it didn't—if it was as
lifeless as the stone underfoot—she had nothing to lose.

"Let's see what you're made of," she said aloud, thechallenge delivered at least as much to herself as the
Un-beheld's Pivot. And so saying, she went to the door.

2

Though there were undoubtedly more direct routes to thePivot Tower than the one he'd taken with
Nikaetomaas, Gentle decided to go the way he half remembered ratherthan attempt a shortcut and find
himself lost in the laby?rinth. He parted company with Floccus Dado, Sighshy, andlitter at the Gate of
Saints and began his climb through thepalace, checking on his position relative to the Pivot Towerfrom
every window.

Dawn was in the offing. Birds rose singing from theirnests beneath the colonnades and swooped over the
court? yards, indifferent to the bitter smoke that passed for mistthis morning. Another day was imminent,
and his systemwas badly in need of sleep. He'd dozed a little on the jour? ney from the Erasure, but the
effect had been cosmetic.There was a fatigue in his marrow which would bring him tohis knees very soon
now, and the knowledge of that madehim eager to complete the day's business as quickly as possi?ble.
He'd come back here for two reasons. First, to finish thetask Pie's appearance and wounding had
diverted him from: the pursuit and execution of Sartori. Second, whether hefound his doppelganger here
or not, to make his way back to the Fifth, where Sartori had talked of founding his NewYzordderrex. It
wouldn't be difficult to get home, he knew,now that he was alive to his capacities as a Maestro. Even
without the mystif to point the way, he'd be able to dig from memory the means to pass between
Dominions.

But first, Sartori. Though two days had passed since he'd let the Autarch slip, he nursed the hope that his
other would
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still be haunting his palace. After all, removal from this self-made womb, where his smallest word had
been law and histiniest deed worshipful, would be painful. He'd lingerawhile, surely. And if he was going
to linger anywhere, itwould be close to the object of power that had made him theundisputed master of
the Reconciled Dominions: the Pivot.

He was just beginning to curse himself for losing his waywhen he came upon the spot where Pie had
fallen. He rec?ognized it instantly, as he did the distant door that led into the tower. He allowed himself a
moment of meditation atthe spot where he'd cradled Pie, but it wasn't their fond ex?changes here that
filled his head, it was the mystif s lastwords, uttered in anguish as the force behind the Erasureclaimed it.

Sartori,Pie had said. Find him... he knows....

Whatever knowledge Sartori possessed—and Gentleguessed it would concern plots laid against the
Reconcilia?tion—he, Gentle, was ready to do whatever was required inorder to squeeze this information
from his other before he delivered the coup de grace. There were no moral nicetieshere. If he had to
break every bone in Sartori's body, itwould be a little hurt set beside the crimes he'd committedas
Autarch, and Gentle would perform such duties gladly.

Thought of torture, and the pleasure he'd take in it, had tempted him from his meditation entirely, and he
gave upon his pursuit of equilibrium. Venom swilling in his belly, heheaded down the corridor, through the
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door, and into thetower. Though the comet was climbing towards midmorn-ing, very little of its light
gained access to the tower, butthose few beams that did creep in showed him empty pas?sageways in all
directions. He still advanced with caution;this was a maze of chambers, any one of which might con?ceal
his enemy. Fatigue left him less light-footed than he'd have liked, but he reached the stairs that curled up
towardsthe silo itself without his stumblings'attracting any atten?tion, and began to climb. The door at the
top had beenopened, he remembered, with the key of Sartori's thumb,and he'd have to repeat the feit
himself in order to enter.
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That was no great challenge. They had the same thumbs, to the tiniest whorl.

As it was, he needed no feit. The door was open wide,and somebody was moving about inside. Gentle
halted ten steps from the threshold and drew breath. He'd need to in?capacitate his other quickly if he
was to prevent retaliation:a pneuma to take off his right hand, another for his left. Breath readied, he
climbed swiftly to the top of the stairsand stepped into the tower.

His enemy was standing beneath the Pivot, arms raised,reaching for the stone. He was all in shadow, but
Gentlecaught the motion of his head as he turned towards thedoor, and before the other could lower his
arms in defense,Gentle had his fist to his mouth, the breath rising in histhroat. As it filled his palm his
enemy spoke, but the voicewhen it came was not his own, as he'd expected, but that ofa woman.
Realizing his error, he clamped his fist around thepneuma to quench it, but the power he'd unleashed
wasn'tabout to be cheated of its quarry. It broke from between his fingers, its force fragmented but no
less eager for that. Thepieces flew off around the silo, some darting up the sides ofthe Pivot, others
entering its shadow and extinguishedthere. The woman cried out in alarm and retreated from herattacker,
backing against the opposite wall. There the light found her perfection. It was Judith; or at least it seemed
tobe. He'd seen this face in Yzordderrex once already andbeen mistaken.

"Gentle?" she said. "Is that you?"

It sounded like her too. But then hadn't that been hispromise to Roxborough, that he'd fashion a copy
indistin?guishable from the original?

"It's me," she said. "It's Jude."

Now he began to believe it was, fof there was more proofin that last syllable than sight could ever
supply. Nobody inher circle of admirers, besides Gentle, had ever called herJude. Judy, sometimes; Juju,
even; but never Jude. That washis diminution, and to his certain knowledge she'd neversuftered another
to use it.

He repeated it now, his hand dropping from his mouth as
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he spoke, and seeing the smile spread across his face she ventured back towards him, returning into the
shadow ofthe Pivot as he came to meet her. The move saved her life,Seconds after she left the wall a
slab of rock, blasted fromthe heights of the silo by the pneuma, fell on the spot whereshe'd stood. It
initiated a hard, lethal rain, shards of stone falling on all sides. There was safety in the shelter of thePivot,
however, and there they met and kissed and em?braced as though they'd been parted a lifetime, not
weeks,which in a sense was true. The din of falling rock was mutedin the shadow, though its thunder was
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only yards fromwhere they stood. When she cupped his face in her handsand spoke, her whispers were
quite audible; as were his.

"T've missed you," she said. There was a welcomewarmth in her voice, after the days of anguish and
accusa?tion he'd heard. "I even dreamed about you...."

"Tell me," he murmured, his lips close to hers.

"Later, maybe," she said, kissing him again. "T've somuch to tell you,"
"Likewise," Gentle said.

"We should find ourselves somewhere safer than this,"she said.
"We're out of harm's way here," Gentle said.

"Yes, but for how long?"

The scale of the demolition was increasing, its violenceout of all proportion to the force Gentle had
unleashed, asthough the Pivot had taken the pneuma's power and magni?fied it. Perhaps it knew—how
could it not?—that the man it had been in thrall to had gone and was now about the busi?ness of
shrugging off the prison Sartori had raised around it.Judging by the size of the slabs falling all around, the
pro?cess would not take long. They were monumental, their im?pact sufficient to open cracks in the floor
of the tower, thesight of which brought a cry of alarm from Jude.

"Oh, God, Quaisoir!" she said.
"What about her?"
"She's down there!" Jude said, staring at the gapingground. "There's a chamber below this! She's in it!"

"She'll be out of there by now."
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She left Gentle's side and crossed to the edge of theirshelter, but before she could make a dash for the
open doora new fall of rubble and dust obliterated the way ahead. Itwasn't simply blocks of the tower
that were falling now,Gentle saw. There were vast shards of the Pivot itself in thishail. What was it doing?
Destroying itself, or shedding skinsto uncover its core? Whichever, their place in the shadow was more
precarious by the second. The cracks underfootwere already a foot wide and widening, the hovering
mono?lith above them shuddering as if it was about to give up theeffort of suspension and drop. They had
no choice but tobrave the rockfall.

He went to join Jude, searching his wits for a means tosurvival and picturing Chicka Jackeen at the
Erasure, his hands high to ward off the detritus dropped by the storm.Could he do the same? Not giving
himself pause to doubt,he lifted his hands above his head as he'd seen the monk do,palms up, and
stepped out of the Pivot's shadow. One heav?enward glance confirmed both the Pivot's shedding and the
scale of his jeopardy. Though the dust was thick, he couldsee that the monolith was sloughing off scales
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of stone, thepieces large enough to smash them both to pulp. But his de?fense held. The slabs shattered
two or three feet above hisnaked head, their smithereens dropping like a fleeting vaultaround him. He felt
the impact nevertheless, as a succession of jolts through his wrists, arms, and shoulders, and knew he
lacked the strength to preserve the feit for more than a few seconds. Jude had already grasped the
method in his mad?ness, however, and stepped from the shadow to join him be?neath this flimsy shield.
There were perhaps ten pacesbetween where they stood and the safety of the door.

"Guide me," he told her, unwilling to take his eyes off the rain for fear his concentration slip and the feit
lose itspotency.

Jude slipped her arm around his waist and navigated forthem both, telling him where to step to find clear
groundand warning him when the path was so heavily strewn they
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were obliged to stumble over stone. It was a tortuous busi?ness, and Gentle's upturned hands were
steadily beatendown until they were barely above his head, but the feitheld to the door, and they slid
through it together, with thePivot and its prison throwing down such a hail of debris thatneither was now
visible.

Then Jude was off at speed, down the murky stairs. Thewalls were shaking, and laced with cracks as
the demolitionabove took its toll below, but they negotiated both thetrembling passageway and the
second flight of stairs downto the lower level unharmed. Gentle was startled at thesight and sound of
Concupiscentia, who was screeching inthe passageway like a terrified ape, unwilling to go in searchof her
mistress, Jude had no such qualms. She'd alreadythrown open the door and was heading down an incline
intoa lamp-lit chamber beyond, calling Quaisoir's name to stirher from her stupor. Gentle followed, but
was slowed by thecacophony that greeted him, a mingling of manic whispersand the din of capitulation
from above. By the time hereached the room itself, Jude had bullied her sister to herfeet. There were
substantial cracks in the ceiling and a con?stant drizzle of dust, but Quaisoir seemed indifferent to the
hazard.

"I said you'd come back," she said. "Didn't I? Didn't Isay you'd come back? Do you want to kiss me?
Please kiss me, sister."

"What's she talking about?" Gentle asked.

The sound of his voice brought a cry from the woman.She flung herself out of Jude's arms.

"What have you done?" she yelled. "Why did you bring himhere?"

"He's come to help us," Jude replied.

Quaisoir spat in Gentle's direction. "Leave me alone!"she screeched. "Haven't you done enough? Now
you wantto take my sister from me! You bastard! I won't let you! We'll die before you touch her!" She

reached for Jude, sob?bing in panic. "Sister! Sister.""

"Don't be frightened," Jude said. "He's a friend." She
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looked at Gentle. "Reassure her," she begged him. "Tellher who you are, so we can get out of here."
"I'm afraid she already knows," Gentle replied.

Jude was mouthing the word what? when Quaisoir'spanic boiled up again.

"Sartori!"she screeched, her denunciation echoingaround the room. "He's Sartori, sister! Sartori!"

Gentle raised his hands in mock surrender, backing awayfrom the woman. "I'm not going to touch you,"
he said."Tell her, Jude. I don't want to hurt her!"

But Quaisoir was in the throes of another outburst."Stay with me, sister," she said, grabbing hold of
Jude. "Hecan't kill us both!"

"You can't stay in here," Jude said.

"I'm not going out!" Quaisoir said. "He's got soldiersout there! Rosengarten! That's who he's got! And
his tor?turers!"

"It's safer out there than it is in here," Jude said, castingher eyes up at the roof. Several carbuncles had
appeared in it, oozing debris. "We have to be quick!"

Still she refused, putting her hand up to Jude's face andstroking her cheek with her clammy palm: short,
nervystrokes.

"We'll stay here together," she said. "Mouth to mouth.Mind to mind."

"We can't," Jude told her, speaking as calmly as circum?stance allowed. "I don't want to be buried alive,
and neitherdo you."

"If we die, we die," said Quaisoir. "I don't want himtouching me again, do you hear?"

"T know. I understand."

"Not ever! Not ever!"

"He won't," Jude said, laying her own hand over Quai?soir's, which was still stroking her face. She laced
her fingersthrough those of her sister and locked them. "He's gone,"she said. "He won't be coming near

either of us again."

Gentle had indeed retreated as far as the passageway,but even though Jude waved him away he refused
to go any
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further. He'd had too many reunions cut short to risk lettingher out of his sight.
"Are you certain he's gone?"

"I'm certain."
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"He could still be waiting outside for us."

"No, sister. He was afraid for his life. He's fled."
Quaisoir grinned at this. "He was afraid?" she said.
"Terrified,"

"Didn't I tell you? They're all the same. They talk likeheroes, but there's piss in their veins." She began to
laughout loud, as careless now as she'd been in terror momentsbefore. "We'll go back to my bedroom,"
she said when theoutburst subsided, "and sleep for a while."

"Whatever you want to do," Jude said. "But let's do itsoon."

Still chuckling to herself, Quaisoir allowed Jude to lifther up and escort her towards the door. They had
coveredmaybe half that distance, Gentle standing aside to let thempass, when one of the carbuncles in the
ceiling burst andthrew down a rain of wreckage from the tower above. Gen?tle saw Jude struck and
felled by a chunk of stone; then thechamber filled with an almost viscous dust that blotted outboth sisters
in an instant. With his only point of reference the lamp, the flame of which was just visible through thedirt,
he headed into the fog to fetch her, as a thunderingfrom above announced a further escalation of the
tower'scollapse. There was no time for protective feits or for keep?ing his silence. If he failed to find her
in the next few sec?onds, they'd all be buried. He started to yell her namethrough the rising roar and,
hearing her call back to him,followed her voice to where she was lying, half buried be?neath a cairn of
rubble.

"There's time," he said to her as he began to dig."There's time. We can make it out."

With her arms unpinned she began to speed her own ex?cavation, hauling herself up out of the debris
and lockingher arms around Gentle's neck. He started to stand, pullingher free of the remaining rocks, but
as he did so anothercommotion began, louder than anything that had preceded
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it. This was not the din of destruction but a shriek of whitefury. The dust above their heads parted, and
Quaisoir ap?peared, floating inches from the fissured ceiling. Jude hadseen this transformation before
—ribbons of flesh unfurled from her sister's back and bearing her up—but Gentle hadnot. He gaped at
the apparition, distracted from thoughts ofescape.

'She's mine!"Quaisoir yelled, swooping towards themwith the same sightless but unerring accuracy she'd
pos?sessed in more intimate moments, her arms outstretched,her fingers ready to twist the abductor's

head from his neck.

But Jude was quick. She stepped in front of Gentle, call?ing Quaisoir's name. The woman's swoop
faltered, the hun?gry hands inches from her sister's upturned face.

"I don't belong to you!" she yelled back at Quaisoir. "Idon't belong to anybody! Hear me?"
Quaisoir threw back her head and loosed a howl of rageat this. It was her undoing. The ceiling

shuddered and aban?doned its duty at her din, collapsing beneath the weight ofnibble heaped behind it.
There was, Jude thought, time forQuaisoir to escape the consequences of her cry. She'd seenthe woman
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move like lightning at Pale Hill, when she had the will to do so. But that will had gone. Face to the killing
dirt, she let the debris rain upon her, inviting it with her un?broken cry, which didn't become alarm or
plea, but re?mained a solid howl of fury until the rocks broke and buriedher. It wasn't quick. She went on
calling down destructionas Gentle took Jude's hand and hauled her away from thespot. He'd lost all sense
of direction in the chaos, and had itnot been for the screeching of Concupiscentia in the pas?sageway
beyond they'd never have made it to the door.

But make it they did, emerging with half their sensesdeadened by dust. Quaisoir's death cry had ceased
by now,but the roar behind them was louder than ever and drovethem from the door as the canker
spread across the roof ofthe corridor. They outran it, however, Concupiscentia giv?ing up her keening
when she knew her mistress was lost and overtaking them, fleeing to some sanctuary where she could
raise a song of lamentation.
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Jude and Gentle ran until they were out from under anystone, roof, arch, or vault that might collapse
upon them,into a courtyard full of bees feasting on bushes that had cho?sen that day, of all days, to
blossom. Only then did they puttheir arms around each other again, each sobbing for pri?vate griefs and
gratitudes, while the ground shook underthem to the din of the demolition they'd escaped.

3

In fact the ground didn't stop reverberating until they werewell outside the walls of the palace and
wandering in theruins of Yzordderrex. At Jude's suggestion they made theirway back at all speed to
Peccable's house, where, she ex?plained to Gentle, there was a well-used route between thisDominion
and the Fifth. He put up no resistance to this.Though he hadn't exhausted Sartori's hiding places by any
means (could he ever, when the palace was so vast?) he hadexhausted his limbs, his wits, and his will. If
his other was still here in Yzordderrex, he posed very little threat. It was the Fifth that needed to be
defended against him: the Fifth,which had forgotten magic and could so easily be his victim.

Though the streets of many Kesparates were little more than bloody valleys between rubble mountains,
there weresufficient landmarks for Jude to trace her way back towards the district where Peccable's
house had stood. There was nocertainty, of course, that it would still be standing after aday and a night of
cataclysm, but if they had to dig to reach the cellar, so be it.

They were silent for the first mile or so of the trek, butthen they began to talk, begining
—inevitably—with an ex?planation from Gentle as to why Quaisoir, hearing hisvoice, had taken him for
her husband. He prefaced his ac?count with the caveat that he wouldn't mire it in apology orjustification
but would tell it simply, like some grim fable.Then he went on to do precisely that. But the telling, for allits
clarity, contained one significant distortion. When he de?scribed his encounter with the Autarch he drew
in Jude'smind the portrait of a man to whom he bore only a rudimen-
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question this de?scription, but pictured an individual whose inhumanityseeped from every pore, a monster

whose very presencewould have induced nausea.

Once he'd unraveled the story of his doubling, she beganto supply details of her own. Some were culled
fromdreams, some from clues she'd had from Quaisoir, yet oth?ers from Oscar Godolphin. His entrance
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into the account brought with it a fresh cycle of revelations. She started totell Gentle about her romance
with Oscar, which in turn led on to the subject of Dowd, living and dying; thence to ClaralLeash and the
Tabula Rasa.

"They're going to make it very dangerous for you backin London," she told him, having related what little
sheknew about the purges they'd undertaken in the name ofRoxborough's edicts. "They won't have the
slightest com?punction about murdering you, once they know who youare."

"Let them try," Gentle said flatly. "Whatever they wantto throw at me, I'm ready. I've got work to do,
and they'renot going to stop me."

"Where will you start?"

"In Clerkenwell. I had a house in Gamut Street. Pie saysit's still standing. My life's there, ready for the
remember?ing. We both need the past back, Jude."

"Where do I get mine from?" she wondered aloud.
"From me and from Godolphin."

"Thanks for the offer, but I'd like a less partial source.I've lost Clara, and now Quaisoir. I'll have to start
looking."She thought of Celestine as she spoke, lying in darkness be?neath the Tabula Rasa's tower.

"Have you got somebody in mind?" Gentle asked.
"Maybe," she said, as reluctant as ever to share that se?cret.

He caught the whiff of evasion. "I'm going to need help,Jude," he said. "I hope, whatever's been between
us in the past—good and bad—we can find some way to work to?gether that'll benefit us both."
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A welcome sentiment, but not one she was willing toopen her heart for. She simply said, "Let's hope so,"
andlett it at that.

He didn't press the issue, but turned the conversation to lighter matters. "What was the dream you had?"
he asked her. She looked confounded for a moment. "You said youhad a dream about me, remember?"

"Oh, yes," she replied. "It was nothing, really. Past his?tory."

When they reached Peccable's house it was still intact, though several others in the street had been
reduced toblackened rubble by missiles or arsonists. The door stoodopen, and the interior had been
comprehensively looted,down to the tulips and the vase on the dining room table. There was no sign of
bloodshed, however, except thosescabby stains Dowd had left when he'd first arrived, so shepresumed
that Hoi-Polloi and her father had escaped un?harmed. The signs of frantic thieving did not extend to the
cellar. Here, though the shelves had been cleared of the icons, talismans, and idols, the removal had been
madecalmly and systematically. There was not a rosary remain?ing, or any sign that the thieves had
broken a single charm.The only relic of the cellar's life as a trove was set in thefloor the ring of stones that
echoed that of the Retreat.

"This is where we arrived," Jude said.
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Gentle stared down at the design in the floor. "What isit?" he said. "What does it mean?"
"T don't know. Does it matter? As long as it gets us back to the Fifth—"

"We've got to be careful from now on," Gentle replied. "Everything's connected. It's all one system. Until
we un?derstand our place in the pecking order, we're vulnerable."

One system; she'd speculated on that possibility in theroom beneath the tower: the Imajica as a single,
infinitely elaborate pattern of transformation. But just as there weretimes for such musings, so there were

also times for action, and she had no patience with Gentle's anxieties now.

"If you know another way out of here," she said, "let's
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take it. But this is the only way I know. Godolphin used itfor years and it never harmed him, till Dowd
screwed it up."

Gentle had gone down on his haunches and was layinghis fingers on the stones that bound the mosaic.
"Circles are so powerful," he said.

"Are we going to use it or not?" .

He shrugged. "I don't have a better way," he said, stillreluctant. "Do we just step inside?"

"That's all."

He rose. She laid her hand on his shoulder, and hereached up to clasp it.

"We have to hold tight," she said. "I only got a glimpse of the In Ovo, but I wouldn't want to get lost
there."

"We won't get lost," he said, and stepped into the cir?cle.

She was with him a heartbeat later, and already the Ex?press was getting up steam. The solid cellar walls
and emptyshelves began to blur. The forms of their translated selvesbegan to move in their flesh.

The sensation of passage awoke in Gentle memories ofthe outward journey, when Pie 'oh' pah had
stood besidehim where Jude was now. Remembering, he felt a stab ofinconsolable loss. There were so
many people he'd en?countered in these Dominions whom he'd never set eyeson again. Some, like Efreet
Splendid and his mother,Nikaetomaas, and Huzzah, because they were dead. Oth?ers, like Athanasius,
because the crimes Sartori had com?mitted were Ais crimes now, and whatever good he hoped to do in
the future would never be enough to expungethem. The hurt of these losses was of course negligible be?
side the greater grief he'd sustained at the Erasure, buthe'd not dared dwell too much upon that, for fear it
in?capacitated him. Now, however, he thought of it, and thetears started to flow, washing the last glimpse
of Pecca?ble's cellar away before the mosaic had removed the trav?elers from it.

Paradoxically, had he been leaving alone the despairmight not have cut so deep. But as Pie had been
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fond ofsaying, there was only ever room for three players in any
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drama, and the woman in the flux beside him, her glyphburning through his tears, would from this
moment on re?mind him that he had departed Yzordderrex with one ofthose three left behind.

7

I

One hundred and fifty-seven days after beginning his jour?ney across the Reconciled Dominions, Gentle
once againset foot on the soil of England. Though it wasn't yet the middle of June, spring had arrived
prematurely, and theseason on its heels was at its height. Flowers not due to blos?som for another month
were already blowsy and heavy-headed with seeds; bird and insect life abounded, as speciesthat
normally appeared months apart flourished simulta?neously. This summer's dawns were announced not
withchoruses but with full-throated choirs; by midday the skiesfrom 'coast to coast were cloudy with
feeding millions, thewheels slowing through the afternoon, until by dusk the dinhad become a music
(sated and survivors alike givingthanks for the day) so rich it lulled even the crazy into reme?dial sleep. If
a Reconciliation could indeed be planned andachieved in the little time before midsummer, then it would
be burgeoning country that the rest of the Imajica wouldgreet: an England of bountiful harvests, spread
beneath amelodious heaven.

It was full of music now, as Gentle wandered from theRetreat out across the dappled grass to the
perimeter of thecopse. The parkland was familiar to him, though its lovinglytended arbors were jungles
now, and its lawns were veldt.

"This is Joshua's place, isn't it?" he said to Jude. "Whichway's the house?"

She pointed across a wilderness of gilded grass. The roofof the mansion was barely visible above the
surf of frondsand butterflies.
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"The very first time I saw you was in that house," he toldher, "I remember... Joshua called you down the
stairs. Hehad a pet name you despised. Peachblossom, was it? Some?thing like that. As soon as I set
eyes on you—"

"It wasn't me," Jude said, halting this romantic reverie."It was Quaisoir."

"Whatever she was then, you are now."

"T doubt that. It was a long time ago, Gentle. The houseis in ruins, and there's only one Godolphin left.
History isn'tgoing to repeat itself. I don't want it to. I don't want to beanybody's object."

He acknowledged the warning in these words with an al?most formal statement of intent.
"Whatever I did that caused you or anybody else harm,"he said, "I want to make good. Whether I did it

because Iwas in love, or because 1 was a Maestro and I thought I wasabove common decency. . . . I'm
here to heal the hurt. Iwant Reconciliation, Jude. Between us. Between the Do?minions. Between the
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living and the dead if I can do it."
"That's a hell of an ambition,"
"The way I see it, I've been given a second chance. Mostpeople don't get that."

His plain sincerity mellowed her. "Do you want to wan?der to the house, for old time's sake?" she asked
him.

"Not unless you do."
"No, thanks. I had my little fit of deja vu when I con?vinced Charlie to bring me here."

Gentle had of course told her about his encounter withEstabrook in the Dearthers' tents and about the
man's sub?sequent demise. She'd been unmoved.

"He was a difficult old bugger, you know," she now re?marked. "I must have known in my gut he was a
Godolphin,or I'd never have put up with his damn fool games."

"I think he was changed by the end," Gentle said."Maybe you'd have liked him a little more."

"You've changed too," she said, as they started to wan?der towards the gate. "People are going to be
asking a lot ofquestions, Gentle. Like: Where have you been and whathave you been doing?"
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"Why does anybody even have to know I'm back?" hesaid. "I never meant that much to any of them,
except Tay-lor, and he's gone."

"Clem, too,"

"Maybe."

"It's your choice," she said. "But when you've got somany enemies, you may need some of your friends."
"T'd prefer to stay invisible," he told her. "That way no?body sees me, enemies or friends."

As the bounding wall came in sight the skies changedwith almost eerie haste, the few fluffy clouds that
minutesbefore had been drifting in the blue now congregating into alowering bank that first shed a light
drizzle and a minutelater was bursting like a dam. The downpour had its advan?tages, however, sluicing
from their clothes, hair, and skin alltrace of Yzordderrexian dust. By the time they'd clamberedthrough
the mesh of timbers and convolvulus around thegate and trudged along the muddied road to the village—
there to take shelter in the post office—they could havepassed for two tourists (one with a somewhat
bizarre taste in hiking clothes) who'd strayed too far from the beatentrack and needed help to find their
way home.

2

Though neither of them had any valid currency in theirpockets, Jude was quick to persuade one of two
lads whostopped in the post office to drive them back into London, promising a healthy fee at the other
end if he did so. The storm worsened as they traveled, but Gentle rolled downthe window in the back
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and stared at the passing panoramaof an England he hadn't seen for half a year, content to letthe rain
soak him all over again.

Jude was meanwhile left to endure a monologue from their driver. He had a mutinous palate; which
renderedevery third word virtually unintelligible, but the gist of his chatter was plain enough. It was the
opinion of everyweather watcher he knew, he said, and these were folk who lived by the land and had
ways of predicting floods and
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droughts no fancy-talking meteorologist ever had, that thecountry was in for a disastrous summer.
"We'll either be cooked or drowned," he said, prophesy?ing months of monsoons and heatwaves.

She'd heard talk like this before,, of course; the weather was an English obsession. But having come
from the ruinsof Yzordderrex, with the burning eye of the comet over?head and the air stinking of death,
the youth's casuallyapocalyptic chatter disturbed her. It was as if he was willingsome cataclysm to
overtake his little world, not compre?hending for a moment what that implied.

When he grew bored with predicting ruination, hestarted to ask her questions about where she and her
friend had been coming from or going to when the storm hadcaught them. She saw no reason not to tell
him they'd been at the estate, so she did so. Her reply earned her what stud?ied disinterest had failed to
achieve for three quarters of anhour: his silence. He gave her a baleful look in the mirrorand then turned
on the radio, proving, if nothing else, thatthe shadow of the Godolphin family was sufficient to husheven a
doomsayer. They traveled to the outskirts of Londonwithout further exchange, the youth only breaking
the si?lence when he needed directions.

"Do you want to be dropped at the studio?" she askedGentle.

He was slow to answer, but when he did it was to replythat, yes, that's where he wanted to go. Jude
furnished in?structions to the driver and then turned her gaze back to?wards Gentle. He was still staring
out the window, rainspeckling his brow and cheeks like sweat, drops hanging ofthis nose, chin, and
eyelashes. The smallest of smiles curledthe corners of his mouth. Catching him unawares like this,she
almost regretted her dismissal of his overtures at the es?tate. This face, for all that the mind behind it had
done, wasthe face that had appeared to her while she slept in Quai- soir's bed: the dream lover whose
imagined caresses had brought from her cries so loud her sister had heard themtwo rooms away.
Certainly, they could never again be the lovers who'd courted in the great house two centuries
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before. But their shared history marked them in ways theyhad yet to discover, and perhaps when those
discoverieswere all made they'd find a way to put into flesh the deedsshe dreamed in Quaisoir's bed.

The rainstorm had preceded them to the city, unleashed its torrent, and moved off, so that by the time
they reachedthe outskirts there was sufficient blue sky overhead topromise a warm, if glistening, evening.
The traffic was stillclogged, however, and the last three miles of the journeytook almost as long as the
previous thirty. By the time theyreached Gentle's studio their driver, used to the quiet roadsaround the
estate, was out of sympathy with the whole en?deavor and had several times broken his silence to curse
thetraffic and warn his passengers that he was going to requirevery considerable recompense for his
troubles.
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Jude got out of the car along with Gentle and on the stu?dio step—out of the driver's earshot—asked
him if he hadenough money inside to pay the man. She would rather takea taxi from here, she said, than
endure his company any lon?ger. Gentle replied that if there was any cash in the studio, it certainly
wouldn't be sufficient.

"It looks like I'm stuck with him then," Jude said."Never mind. Do you want me to come up with you?
Haveyou got a key?"

"There'll be somebody in downstairs," he replied."They've got a spare."

"Then I suppose this is it." It was so bathetic, parting likethis after all that had gone before. "T'll ring you
when we'veboth slept"

"The phone's probably been cut off."

"Then ring me from a box, huh? I won't be at Oscar's, I'llbe at home."
The conversation might have guttered out there, but forhis reply.
"Don't stay away from him on my account," he said.

"What do you mean by that?"

"Just that you've got your love affairs," he said.

"And what? You've got yours?"

"Not exactly."
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"What then?"

"I mean, not exactly love affairs." He shook his head."Never mind. We'll talk about it some other time."

"No," Jude told him, taking his arm as he tried to turnfrom her. "We'll talk about it now."
Gentle sighed wearily. "Look, it doesn't matter," hesaid.

"If it doesn't matter, just tell me."

He hesitated for several seconds. Then he said, "I gotmarried."

"Did you indeed?" she said, with feigned lightness."And who's the lucky girl? Not the kid you were
talkingabout?"

"Huzzah? Good God, no."

He paused for a tiny time, frowning deeply.
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"Go on," she said. "Spit it out."

"I married Pie 'oh' pah."

Her first impulse was to laugh—the thought was ab?surd—but before the sound escaped her she caught
thefrown on his face and revulsion overtook laughter. This wasno joke. He'd married the assassin, the

sexless thing whowas a function of its lover's every desire. And why was sheso stunned? When Oscar
had described the species to her,hadn't she herself remarked that it was Gentle's idea of par?adise?

"That's some secret," she said.
"I would have told you about it sooner or later."

Now she allowed herself a little laughter, soft and sour."Back there you almost had me believing there
was some?thing between us."

"That's because there was," he replied. "Because therealways will be."
"Why should that matter to you now?".
"T have to hold on to a little of what I was. What Idreamed."

"And what did you dream?"

"That the three of us—" He stopped, sighing. Then:"That the three of us would find some way to be
together."He wasn't looking at her but at the empty ground between
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them, where he'd clearly wanted his beloved Pie to stand."The mystif would have learned to love you,"
he said.

"I don't want to hear this," she snapped.
"It would have been anything you desired. Anything."
"Stop," she told him. "Just stop. "

He shrugged. "It's all right," he said. "Pie's dead. Andwe're going our different ways. It was just some
stupiddream I had. I thought you'd want to know it, that's all."

"I don't want anything from you," she replied coldly."You can keep your lunacies to yourself from now
on!"

She'd long since let go of his arm, leaving him to retreatup the steps. But he didn't go. He simply stood
watchingher, squinting like a drunkard trying to hook one thought toanother. It was she who retreated,
shaking her head as sheturned her back on him and crossed the puddled pavementto the car. Once in,
the door slammed, she told the driver toget going, and- the car sped from the curb.

On the step Gentle watched the corner where the carturned long after the vehicle had gone from sight, as
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though some words of peace might yet come to his lips and be car?ried from them to call her back. But
he was out of persua?sions. Though he'd returned to his place as a Reconciler, heknew he'd here opened
a wound he lacked the gift to heal,at least until he'd slept and recovered his faculties.

3

Forty-five minutes after she'd left Gentle on his doorstep,Jude was throwing open the windows of her
house to let inthe late-afternoon sun and some fresh air. The journey fromthe studio had passed with her
scarcely being aware of the fact, so stunned had she been by Gentle's revelation. Mar?ried! The thought
was absurd, except that she couldn't findit in herself to be amused.

Though it was now many weeks since she'd occupied thehouse (all but the hardiest of her plants had
died from lone?liness, and she'd forgotten how the percolator and the lockson the windows worked), it
was still a place she felt at homein, and by the time she'd downed a couple of cups of coffee,
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showered, and changed into some clean clothes, the Domin?ion from which she'd stepped only hours
before was reced?ing. In the presence of so many familiar sights and smellsthe strangeness of
Yzordderrex wasn't its strength but itsfrailty. Without invitation, her mind had already drawn aline
between the place she'd left and the one which she wasnow in, as solid as the division between a thing
dreamt and athing lived. No wonder Oscar had made a ritual of going upto his treasure room, she
thought, and communing with hiscollection. It was a way of holding on to a perception thatwas under
constant siege by the commonplace.

With several jolts of coffee buzzing around her blood?stream, the fatigue she'd felt on the journey back
into thecity had disappeared, so she decided to use the evening tovisit Oscar's house. She'd called him
several times sinceshe'd got back, but the fact that nobody had answered wasnot, she knew, proof of his
absence or demise. He'd seldompicked up the telephone in the house—that duty had fallento
Dowd—and more than once he'd stated his abhorrenceof the machines. In paradise, he'd once said, the
commonblessed use telegrams and the saints have talking doves; all the telephones are down below.

She left the house at seven or so, caught a cab, and wentto Regent's Park Road. She found the house
securely'locked, without so much as a window standing ajar, which on such a clement evening surely
meant there was nobodyhome. Just to be sure, she went around to the rear of thehouse and peered in. At
the sight of her, the three parrotsOscar kept in the back room rose from their perches inalarm. Nor did
they settle, but squawked on in panic as shecupped her hands over her brow and peered in to see if their
seed and water bowls were full. Though their perches were too far from the window for her to see, their
level of agita?tion was enough to make her fear the worst Oscar, she sus?pected, hadn't soothed their
feathers in a long time. Sowhere was he? Back at the estate, lying dead in the longgrass? If so, it would
be folly to go back there now and lookfor him, with darkness an hour away at most. Besides, when she
thought back to her last glimpse of him, she was reason-
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ably certain she'd seen him rising to his feet, framed againstthe door. He was robust, despite his
excesses. She couldn'tbelieve he was dead. In hiding, more like: concealing him?self from the Tabula
Rasa. With that thought in mind shereturned to the front door and scribbled an anonymousnote, telling
him she was alive and well, and slipped it intothe letter box. He'd know who'd penned it. Who else
wouldwrite that the Express had brought her home, safe andsound?

Page 106



A little after ten-thirty she was preparing for bed when sheheard somebody calling her name from the
street. She wentto the balcony and looked out to see Clem standing on thepavement below, hollering for
all he was worth. It was manymonths since they'd spoken, and her pleasure at the sight of him was tinged
with guilt at her neglect. But from the reliefin his voice at her appearance, and the fervor of his hug, she
knew he hadn't come to squeeze apologies out of her. Heneeded to tell her something extraordinary, he
said, but before he did (she'd think he was crazy, he warned), heneeded a drink. Could she get him a
brandy?

She could and did.

He fairly guzzled it, then said, "Where's Gentle?"

The question, and his demanding tone, caught her offguard, and she floundered. Gentle wanted to be
invisible,and furious as she was with him, she felt obliged to respectthat wish. But Clem needed to know

badly.

"He's been away, hasn't he? Klein told me he tried call?ing, but the phone was cut off. Then he wrote
Gentle a let?ter, and it was never answered—"

"Yes," Jude said. "I believe he's been away."

"But he just came back."

"Did he?" she replied, more puzzled by the moment."Maybe you know better than I do."
"Not me," he said, pouring himself another brandy."Taylor."

"Taylor? What are you talking about?"

Clem downed the liquor. "You're going to say I'm crazy,but hear me out, will you?"
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"I'm listening,"

"T haven't been sentimental about losing him. I haven'tsat at home reading his love letters and listening to
thesongs we danced to. I've tried to get out and be useful for achange. But I have left his room the way it
was. [ couldn'tbring myself to go through his clothes or even strip the bed.I kept putting it off. And the
more I didn't do it, the moreimpossible it seemed to be. Then tonight, I came in justafter eight, and I
heard somebody talking."

Every particle of Clem's body but his lips was still as hespoke, transfixed by the memory.

"I thought I'd left the radio on, but no, no, I realized itwas coming from upstairs, from his bedroom. It
was him,Judy, talking clear as day, calling me up the way he used to.I was so afraid I almost fled.
Stupid, isn't it? There I was,praying and praying for some sign he was in God's hands,and as soon as it
came I practically shat myself. I tell you, Iwas half an hour on the stairs, hoping he'd stop calling me.And
sometimes he did for a while, and I'd half convince my?self I'd imagined it. Then he'd start again. Nothing
melo?dramatic. Just him trying to persuade me not to be afraidand come up and say hello. So, eventually,
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that's what Idid."

His eyes were filling with tears, but there was no grief inhis voice.

"He liked that room in the evening. The sun fills it up.That's what it was like tonight: full of sun. And he
wasthere, in the light. I couldn't see him but I knew he was nextto me because he said so. He told me I
looked well. Then hesaid, 'It's a glad day, Clem. Gentle came back, and he's got the answers.' "

"What answers?" Jude said.

"That's what I asked him. I said, "What answers, Tay?'But you know Tay when he's happy. He gets
delirious, likea child." Clem spoke with a smile, his gaze on sights remem?bered from better days. "He
was so full of the fact that Gen?tle was back, I couldn't get much more from him."

Clem looked up at Jude.

"The light was going," he said. "And I think he wanted
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to go with it. He said that it was our duty to help Gentle.That was why he was showing himself to me this
way. Itwasn't easy, he said. But then neither was being a guardianangel. And I said, Why only one? One

angel when there'stwo of us? And he said, Because we are one, Clem, you andl. We always were, and

we always will be. Those were hisexact words, I swear. Then he went away. And you knowwhat I kept
thinking?"

"What?"

"That I wished I hadn't waited on the stairs and wastedall that time I could have had with him," Clem set
down hisglass, pulled a tissue from his pocket, and blew his nose."That's all," he said.

"[ think that's plenty."

"I know what you're thinking," he said with a littlelaugh. "You're thinking, Poor Clem. He couldn't grieve
sohe's having hallucinations."

"No," she said, very softly. "I'm thinking, Gentle doesn'tknow how lucky he is, having angels like you
two."

"Don't humor me."

"I'm not," she said. "I believe everything you've just toldme happened."
"You do?"

"Yes."

Again, a laugh. "Why?"

"Because Gentle came home tonight, Clem, and I wasthe only one who knew it."
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He left ten minutes later, apparently content to know thateven if he was crazy there was another lunatic
in his circlehe could turn to when he wanted to share his insanities.Jude told him as much as she felt able
at this juncture, whichwas very little, but she promised to contact Gentle onClem's behalf and tell him
about Taylor's visitation. Clemwasn't so grateful that he was blinded to her discretion.

"You know a lot more than you're telling me, don'tyou?" he said.

"Yes," she said. "But maybe in a little while I'll be ableto tell you more."
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"Is Gentle in danger?" Clem asked. "Can you tell methat at least?"
"We all are," she said. "You. Me. Gentle. Taylor."
"Taylor's dead," Clem said. "He's in the light. Nothingcan hurt him."
"I hope you're right," she said grimly. "But please,Clem, if he finds you again—"
"He will."

"—then when he does, tell him nobody's safe. Just be?cause Gentle's back in the—back home doesn't
mean thetroubles are over. In fact, they're just beginning."

"Tay says something sublime's going to happen. That'shis word: sublime."

"And maybe it will. But there's a lot of room for error.And if anything goes wrong—" She halted, her
head filledwith memories of the In Ovo and the ruins of Yzordderrex.

"Well, whenever you feel you can tell me," Clem said,"we'll be ready to hear. Both of us." He glanced at
hiswatch. "I should be out of here. I'm late."

"Pa.rty?"

"No, I'm working with a hospice for the homeless. We'reout most nights, trying to get kids off the
streets. The city'sfull of them." She took him to the door, but before hestepped out he said, "You
remember our pagan party atChristmas?"

She grinned. "Of course. That was quite a shindig."

"Tay got stinking drunk after everybody had gone. Heknew he wasn't going to be seeing most of them
again. Then of course he got sick in the middle of the night, so we stayedup together talking about—oh, I
don't know, everythingunder the sun. And he told me how much he'd always lovedGentle. How Gentle
was the mystery man in his life. He'dbeen dreaming about him, he said: speaking in tongues."

"He told me the same thing," Jude said.
"Then, out of the blue, he said that next year I shouldhave the Nativity back, and go to Midnight Mass

the way weused to, and I told him I thought we'd decided none of that made much sense. And you know
what he said to me? Hesaid light was light, whatever name you call it, and it was
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better to think of it coming in a face you knew." Clemsmiled. "I thought he was talking about Christ. But
now... now I'm not so sure."

She hugged him hard, pressing her lips against hisflushed cheek. Though she suspected that there was
truth inwhat he said, she couldn't bring herself to voice the possibil?ity. Not knowing that the same face
Tay had imagined asthat of the returning sun was also the face of the darknessthat might soon eclipse
them all.

I

Though the bed Gentle had collapsed into the night beforehad been stale, and the pillow beneath his
head damp, hecouldn't have slept more soundly had he been rocked in thearms of Mother Earth Herself.
When he woke, fifteen hourslater, it was to a fine June morning, and the dreamless timebehind him had
put new strength into his sinews. There was no gas, electricity, or hot water, so he was obliged to shower
and shave in cold water, which was respectively a bracing and a bloody experience. That done, he took
some time toassess the state of the studio. It had not remained entirely untouched in his absence. At some
juncture either an oldgirlfriend or a very particular thief had come in—he'd lefttwo of the windows open,
so gaining access had presentedno difficulty—and the interloper had stolen both clothesand more private
bric-a-brac. It was such a long time sincehe'd been here, however, that he couldn't remember pre?cisely
what was missing: some letters and postcards from themantelpiece, a few photographs (though he'd not
liked tobe recorded this way, for what were now obvious reasons),and a few items of jewelry (a gold
chain; two rings; a cruci?fix). The theft didn't much bother him. He'd never been asentimentalist or a
hoarder. Objects were like glossy maga?zines: fetching for a day, then readily discarded.
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There were other, more disgusting, signs of his absencein the bathroom, where clothes he'd left to dry
before hisdeparture had grown green fur, and in the refrigerator, theshelves of which were scattered with
what looked likepupating zarzi, stinking of putrefaction. Before he could re?ally begin to clean up he had
to have some power in thehouse, and to get it would require some politicking. He'dhad the gas,
telephone, and electricity cut off in the past,when, in the lean times between forgeries and sugar mamas,
he'd run out of funds. But he had the patter to get themturned back on again well honed, and that had to
be the pri?ority of the hour.

He dressed in the freshest of his clothes and went down?stairs to present himself to the venerable but
dotty Mrs. Er-skine, who occupied the ground-floor flat. It was she who'dlet him in the day before,
remarking with her characteristiccandor that he looked as though he'd been kicked half todeath, to which
he'd replied that he felt the same way. Shedidn't question his absence, which was not surprising given that
his occupation of the studio had always been sporadic,but she did ask him if he was going to be staying
awhile thistime. He said he thought so, and she replied that she waspleased at this, because during these
summer days peoplealways got crazy, and since Mr. Erskine's death she wassometimes frightened.

She made tea while he availed himself of her telephone,calling around the services he'd lost. It turned out
to be a frustrating business. He'd lost the knack of charming thewomen he spoke to into some action on
his behalf. Insteadof an exchange of flatteries he was served a chilly salad ofofficiousness and
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condescension. He had unpaid bills, hewas told, and his supplies would not be reconnected untilpayment
was forthcoming. He ate some toast Mrs. Erskinehad made, drank several cups of tea, then went down
intothe basement and left a note for the caretaker that he wasnow back in residence and could he please
have his hotwater turned on.

That done, he ascended to the studio again and bolted
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the door behind him. One conversation for the day wasenough, he'd decided. He drew the blinds at the
windowsand lit two candles. They smoked as their dusty wicks first burned, but their light was kinder
than the glare of the day,and by it he started to go through the snowdrift of mail thathad gathered behind
the door. There were bills in abun?dance, of course, printed in increasingly irate colors, plusthe inevitable
junk mail. There were very few personal let?ters, but among them were two that gave him pause. Both
were from Vanessa, whose advice that he should slit hislying throat had found such a distressing echo in
Athanasius' exhortation at the Erasure. Now she wrote thatshe missed him, and a day didn't go by
without her thinkingof him. The second missive was even more direct. Shewanted him back in her life. If
he wanted to play aroundwith other women she would learn to accommodate that. Would he not at least
make contact with her? Life was tooshort to bear grudges, on either side.

He was buoyed up somewhat by her appeals, and evenmore so by a letter from Klein, scrawled in red
ink on pink,paper. Chester's faintly camp tones rose from the page asGentle scanned it.

Dear Bastard -Boy,Klein had written. Whose heart are you breaking, and where? Scores of forlorn
women are pres? ently weeping on my lap, begging me to forgive you your trespasses and invite you
back into the bosom of the family. Among them, the delectable Vanessa. For God's sake come home
and save me from seducing her. My groin is wet for you,

So Vanessa had gone to Klein; desperation indeed. Though she'd met Chester only once that Gentle
could re?call, she'd subsequently professed to loathing him. Gentlekept all three letters, though he had no
intention of actingupon their appeals. There was only one reunion he waseager for, and that was with the
house in Clerkenwell. Hecouldn't face the idea of venturing out in daylight, however.The streets would be
too bright and too busy. He'd waituntil dark, when he could move across the city as the invisi-
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ble he aspired to be. He set a match to the rest of the lettersand watched them burn. Then he went back
to bed and sleptthrough the afternoon in preparation for the business of thenight.

2

He waited until the first stars appeared in a sky of elegiacblue before he raised the blinds. The street
outside wasquiet, but given that he lacked the cash for a cab he knewhe'd have to brush shoulders with a
lot of people before he reached Clerkenwell. On a fine evening like this, the Edg-ware Road would be
busy, and there'd be crowds on theUnderground. His best hope of reaching his destination un-scrutinized
was to dress as blandly as possible, and he tooksome time hunting through his depleted wardrobe for
those clothes that would render him most invisible. Once dressed,he walked down to Marble Arch and
boarded the Under?ground. It was only five stations to Chancery Lane, whichwould put him on the
borders of Clerkenwell, but after twohe had to get off, gasping and sweating like a claustro?phobic.
Cursing this new weakness in himself, he sat in thestation for half an hour while more trains passed
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through, unable to bring himself to board. What an irony! Here hewas, a sometime wanderer in the wilds
of the Imajica, inca?pable of traveling a couple of miles by tube without panick?ing. He waited until his
shaking subsided and a less crowdedtrain came along. Then he reboarded, sitting close to thedoor with
his head in his hands until the journey was over.By the time he emerged at Chancery Lane the sky had
darkened, and he stood for several minutes on High Hoi-born, his head thrown back, soaking up the sky.
Only when the tremors had left his legs did he head up Gray's Inn Road towards the environs of Gamut
Street. Almost all the prop?erty on the main thoroughfares had long since been turnedto commercial use,
but there was a network of streets and squares behind the barricade of darkened office buildingswhich,
protected perhaps by the patronage of notoriety, hadbeen left untouched by the developers. Many of
these
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streets were narrow and mazy, their lamps unlit, their signs missing, as though blind eyes had been turned
to them overthe generations. But he didn't need signs and lamps; his feethad trodden these ways
countless times. Here was ShiverickSquare, with its little park all overgrown, and Flaxen Street,and
Almoth, and Sterne. And in their midst, cocooned byanonymity, his destination.

He saw the corner of Gamut Street twenty yards aheadand slowed his pace to take pleasure in the
moment of reun?ion. There were innumerable memories awaiting him there,the mystif among them. But
not all would be so sweet, or so welcome. He would have to ingest them carefully, like adiner with a
delicate stomach coming to a lavish table. Mod?eration was the way. As soon as he felt a surfeit, he'd
retreat and return to the studio to digest what he'd learned, let it strengthen him. Only then would he
return for a second helping. The process would take time, he knew, and timewas of the essence. But so
was his sanity. What use would hebe as a Reconciler if he choked on the past?

With his heart thumping hard, he came to the corner and, turning it, finally laid his eyes upon the sacred
street. Perhaps, during his years of forgetfulness, he'd wanderedthrough these backwaters all unknowing
and seen the sight before him now. But he doubted it. More likely, his eyeswere seeing Gamut Street for
the first time in two centuries. It had changed scarcely at all, preserved from the city plan? ners and their
hammer-wielding hordes by the feits whosemakers were still rumored here. The trees planted along the
pavement were weighed down with unkempt foliage, buttheir sap's tang was sharp, the air protected
from the fumes of Holborn and Gray's Inn Road by the warren of tho?roughfares between. Was it just his
fancy, or was the treeoutside number 28 particularly lush, fed perhaps by a seep?age of magics from the
step of the Maestro's house?

He began towards them, tree and step, the memories al?ready returning in force. He heard the children
singing be?hind him, the song that had so tormented him when the Autarch had told him who he was.
Sartori, he'd said, andthis charmless ditty, sung by piping voices, had come in pur-
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suit of the name. He'd loathed it then. Its melody was banal;its words were nonsense. But now he
remembered how he'dfirst heard it, walking along this very pavement with thechildren in procession on
the opposite shore, and how flat?tered he'd been that he was famous enough to have reached the lips of
children who would never read or write or, mostprobably, reach the age of puberty. .All of London
knewwho he was, and he liked his fame. He was talked about atcourt, Roxborough said, and should
soon expect an invita?tion. People who'd not so much as touched his sleeve wereclaiming intimate
association.
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But there were still those, thank God, who kept an ex?quisite distance, and one such soul had lived, he
remem?bered, in the house opposite: a nymph called Allegra wholiked to sit at her dressing table near the
window with herbodice half unlaced, knowing she had an admirer in the Maestro across the street. She'd
had a little curly-haireddog, and sometimes in the evening he'd hear her pipingvoice summon the lucky
hound onto her lap, where she'd letit snuggle. One afternoon, a few paces from where he stood now,
he'd met the girl out walking with her mother and hadmade much of the dog, suffering its little tongue on
hismouth for the smell of her sex in its fur. What had becomeof that child? Had she died a virgin or grown
old and fat,wondering about the man who'd been her most ardent ad?mirer?

He glanced up at the window where Allegra had sat. Nolight burned in it now. The house, like almost all
thesebuildings, was dark. Sighing, he turned his gaze towardsnumber 28 and, crossing the street, went to
the door. It waslocked, of course, but one of the lower windows had beenbroken at some point and
never repaired. He reachedthrough the smashed pane and unlocked it, then slid thewindow up and
himself inside. Slowly, he reminded himself;go slowly. Keep the flow under control.

It was dark, but he'd come prepared for that eventuality,with candle and matches. The flame guttered at
first, andthe room rocked at its indecision, but by degrees it strength?ened, and he felt a sensation he'd
not expected swelling like
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the light: pride. In its time, this, his house, had been a placeof great souls and great ambition, where all
commonplacedebate had been banned. If you wanted to talk politics ortittle-tattle you went to the coffee
house; if you wantedcommerce, to the Exchange. Here, only miracles. Here,only the rising of the spirit.
And, yes, love, if it was pertinent(which it was, so often); and sometimes bloodletting. Butnever the
prosaic, never the trivial. Here the man whobrought the strangest tale was the most welcome. Hereevery
excess was celebrated if it brought visions, and everyvision analyzed for the hints it held to the nature of
theEverlasting,

He lifted the candle and, holding it high, began to walkthrough the house. The rooms—there were
many—werebadly dilapidated, the boards creaking under his feet, weak?ened by rot and worm, the
walls mapping continents ofdamp. But the present didn't insist upon him for long. Bythe time he reached
the bottom of the stairs, memory waslighting candles everywhere, their luminescence spillingthrough the
dining room door and from the rooms above. Itwas a generous light, clothing naked walls, putting lush
car?pets underfoot, and setting fine furniture on their pile.Though the debaters here might have aspired to
pure spirit,they were not averse to comforting the flesh while stillcursed with it. Who would have guessed,
seeing the modestfacade of the house from the street, that the interior would be so finely furnished and
ornamented? And seeing theseglories appear, he heard the voices of those who'd wallowedin that luxury.
Laughter first; then vociferous argumentfrom somebody at the top of the stairs. He couldn't see the
debaters yet—perhaps his mind, which he'd instructed incaution, was holding the flood back—but he
could putnames to both of them, sight unseen. One was Horace Tyr-whitt, the other Isaac Abelove. And
the laughter? That was Joshua Godolphin, of course. He had a laugh like theDevil's laugh, full and
throaty.

"Come on, then," Gentle said aloud to the memories."I'm ready to see your faces."

And as he spoke, they came: Tyrwhitt on the stairs, over-
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dressed and overpowdered, as ever, keeping his distancefrom Abelove in case the magpie his pursuer
was nursingflew free.

"It's bad luck," Tyrwhitt was protesting. "Birds in thehouse are bad luck!"
"Luck's for fishermen and gamblers," Abelove replied.

"One of these days you'll turn a phrase worth remem?bering," Tyrwhitt replied. "Just get the thing out
before Iwring its neck." He turned towards Gentle. "Tell him, Sar-tori."

Gentle was shocked to see the memory's eyes fix soacutely upon him. "It does no harm," he found
himself re?plying. "It's one of God's creatures."

At which point the bird rose flapping from Abelove'sgrasp, emptying its bowels as it did so on the man's
wig and face, which brought a hoot of laughter from Tyrwhitt.

"Now don't wipe it off," he told Abelove as the magpie fluttered away. "It's good luck."

The sound of his laughter brought Joshua Godolphin,imperious as ever, out of the dining room. "What's
therow?"

Abelove was already clattering after the bird, his callsmerely alarming it more. It fluttered around the
hallway inpanic, cawing as it went.

"Open the damned door!" Godolphin said. "Let thebloody thing out!"

"And spoil the sport?" Tyrwhitt said.

"If everyone would but calm their voices," Abelove said,"it would settle."

"Why did you bring it in?" Joshua wanted to know.

"It was sitting on the step," Abelove replied. "I thoughtit was injured.”

"It looks quite well to me," Godolphin said, and turned his face, ruddied with brandy, towards Gentle.
"Maestro,"he said, inclining his head a little. "I'm afraid we began din?ner without you. Come in. Leave

these bird brains to play."

Gentle was crossing to the dining room when there was athud behind him, and he turned to see the bird
dropping tothe floor beneath one of the windows, where it had struck
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the glass. Abelove let out a little moan, and Tyrwhitt'slaughter ceased.
"There now!" he said. "You killed the thing!"

"Not me!" Abelove said.

"You want to resurrect it?" Joshua murmured to Gentle,his tone conspiratorial.
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"With a broken neck and wings?" Gentle mourned."That wouldn't be very kind."
"But amusing," Godolphin replied with mischief in hispuffy eyes.

"[ think not," Gentle $aid, and saw his distaste wipe thehumor off Joshua's face. He's a little afraid of me,
Gentlethought; the power in me makes him nervous.

Joshua headed into the dining room, and Gentle was about to step through the door after him when a
youngman—eighteen at most, with a plain, long face and choris?ter's curls—came to his side.

"Maestro?" he said.

Unlike Joshua and the others, these features seemed more familiar to Gentle. Perhaps there was a
certainmodernity in the languid lidded gaze and the small, almosteffeminate, mouth. He didn't look that
intelligent, in truth, but his words, when they came, were well turned, despitethe boy's nervousness. He
barely dared look at Sartori, butwith those lids downcast begged the Maestro's indulgence.

"I wondered, sir, if you had perhaps considered the mat?ter of which we spoke?"

Gentle was about to ask, What matter?, when his tonguereplied, his intellect seizing the memory as the
words spilledout. "I know how eager you are, Lucius."

Lucius Cobbitt was the boy's name. At seventeen he al?ready had the great works by heart, or at least
their theses. Ambitious and apt at politics, he'd taken Tyrwhitt as a pa?tron (for what services only his
bed knew, but it was surely ahanging offense) and had secured himself a place in the house as a menial.
But he wanted more than that, andscarcely an evening went by without his politely plying theMaestro with
coy glances and pleas.

"I'm more than eager, sir," he said. "I've studied all the
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rituals. I've mapped the In Ovo, from what I've read inFlute's Visions. They're just beginnings, I know,
but I've also copied all the known glyphs, and I have them byheart."

He had a little skill as an artist, too: something else theyshared, besides ambition and dubious morals.
"I can help you, Maestro," he was saying. "You're going to need somebody beside you on the night."

"I commend you on your discipline, Lucius, but the Rec?onciliation's a dangerous business. I can't take
the responsi?bility—"

"I'll take that, sir."
"Besides, | have my assistant."
The boy's face fell. "You do?" he said.

"Certainly. Pie 'oh' pah."
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"You'd trust your life to a familiar?"

"Why shouldn't [?"

"Well, because... because it's not even human."

"That's why I trust it, Lucius," Gentle said. "I'm sorry todisappoint you—"

"Could I at least watch, sir? I'll keep my distance, Iswear, I swear. Everybody else is going to be there."

This was true enough. As the night of the Reconciliationapproached, the size of the audience swelled.
His patrons,who'd at first taken their oaths of secrecy very seriously,now sensed triumph and had
become indiscreet. In hushedand often embarrassed tones they'd admit to having inviteda friend or a
relation to witness the rites, and who was he,the performer, to forbid his paymasters their moment of re?
flected glory? Though he never gave them an easy timewhen they made these confessions, he didn't much
mind.Admiration charged the blood. And when the Reconcilia?tion had been achieved, the more tongues
there were to saythey'd seen it done, and sanctify the doer, the better.

"I beg you, sir," Lucius was saying. "I'll be in your debtforever."

Gentle nodded, ruffling the youth's ginger hair. "Youmay watch," he said.

Tears started to the boy's eyes, and he snatched up Gen-
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tie's hand, laying his lips to it. "I am the luckiest man in En?gland," he said. "Thank you, sir, thank you."

Quieting the boy's profusions, Gentle left him at thedoor and stepped through into the dining room. As he
didso he wondered if all these events and conversations had ac?tually dovetailed in this fashion, or
whether his memory was collecting fragments from different nights and days, knittingthem together so that
they appeared seamless. If the latterwas the case—and he guessed it was—then there wereprobably
clues in these scenes to mysteries yet to be un?veiled, and he should try to remember their every detail.
But it was difficult. He was both Gentle and Sartori here,both witness and actor. It was hard to live the
momentswhen he was also observing them, and harder still to dig forthe seam of their significance when
their surface gleamed sofetchingly, and when he was the brightest jewel that shonethere. How they had
idolized him! He'd been like a divinity among them, his every belch and fart attended to like a ser?mon,
his cosmological pronouncements—of which he wastoo fond—greeted with reverence and gratitude,
even bythe mightiest.

Three of those mighty awaited him in the dining room,gathered at one end of a table, set for four but
laden withsufficient food to sate the street for a week. Joshua was oneof the trio, of course. Roxborough
and his long-time foil Ol?iver McGann were the others, the latter well in his cups, theformer, as ever,
keeping his counsel, his ascetic features,dominated by the long hook of his nose, always half maskedby
his hands. He despised his mouth, Gentle thought, be?cause it betrayed his nature, which despite his
incalculablewealth and his pretensions to metaphysics was peevish,penurious, and sullen.

"Religion's for the faithful," McGann was loudly opin?ing. "They say their prayers, their prayers aren't
answered,and their faith increases. Whereas magic—" He stopped,laying his inebriated gaze on the
Maestro at the door. "Ah!The very man! The very man! Tell him, Sartori! Tell himwhat magic is."
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Roxborough had made a pyramid of his fingers, the apex
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at the bridge of his nose. "Yes, Maestro," he said. "Do tell."

"My pleasure," Gentle replied, taking the glass of wineMcGann poured for him and wetting his throat
before heprovided tonight's profundities. "Magic is the first and lastreligion of the world," he said. "It has
the power to make uswhole. To open our eyes to the Dominions and return us toourselves."

"That sounds very fine," Roxborough said flatly. "Butwhat does it mean?"

"It's obvious what it means," McGann protested.

"Not to me it isn't."

"It means we're born divided, Roxborough," the Mae?stro replied. "But we long for union."

"Oh, we do, do we?"

"] believe so."

"And why should we seek union with ourselves?" Rox?borough said. "Tell me that. I would have thought
we're the only company we're certain we have."

There was a riling smugness to the man's tone, but theMaestro had heard these niceties before and had
his an?swers well honed.

"Everything that isn't us is also ourselves," he said. Hecame to the table and set down his glass, peering
throughthe smoky candle flames at Roxborough's black eyes."We're joined to everything that was, is,
and will be," hesaid. "From one end of the Imajica to another. From thetiniest mote dancing over this
flame to the Godhead Itself."

He'took breath, leaving room for a retort from Rox?borough. But none came.

"We'll not be subsumed at our deaths," he went on."We'll be increased: to the size of Creation."

"Yes..." McGann said, the word coming long and loudfrom between teeth clenched in a tigerish smile.

"Magic's our means to that Revelation," the Maestrosaid, "while we're still in our flesh."

"And is it your opinion tnat we are given that Revela?tion?" Roxborough replied. "Or are we stealing it?"

"We were born to know as much as we can know."

"We were born to suffer in our flesh," Roxborough said.
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"You may suffer; I don't."
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The reply won a guffaw from McGann.

"The flesh isn't punishment," the Maestro said, "it'sthere for joy. But it also marks the place where we
end andthe rest of Creation begins. Or so we believe. It's an illusion, of course."

"Good," said Godolphin. "I like that."

"So are we about God's business or not?" Roxboroughwanted to know.
"Are you having second thoughts?"

"Third and fourth, more like," McGann said.

Roxborough gave the man at his side a sour glance. "Didwe swear an oath not to doubt?" he said. "I
don't think so.Why should I be castigated because I ask a simple ques?tion?"

"I apologize," McGann said. "Tell the man, Maestro.We're doing God's work, aren't we?"

"Does God want us to be more than we are?" Gentlesaid. "Of course. Does God want us to love, which
is thedesire to be joined and made whole? Of course. Does Itwant us in Its glory, forever and ever? Yes,
It does."

"You always say It," McGann observed. "Why's that?"

"Creation and its maker are one and the same. True orfalse?"

"True."

"And Creation's as full of women as it is of men. True orfalse?"

"Oh, true, true."

"Indeed, I give thanks for the fact night and day," Gen?tle said, glancing at Godolphin as he spoke.
"Beside my bedand in it."

Joshua laughed his Devil's laugh.
"So the Godhead is both male and female. For conve?nience, an It."
"Bravely said!" Joshua announced. "I never tire of hear?ing you speak, Sartori. My thoughts get muddy,
but after've listened to you awhile they're like spring water, straightfrom the rock!"
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"Not too clean, I hope," the Maestro said. "We don'twant any Puritan souls spoiling the Reconciliation."
"You know me better than that," Joshua said, catchingGentle's eye.

Even as he did so, Gentle had proof of his suspicion thatthese encounters, though remembered in one
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continuousstream, had not occurred sequentially but were fragmentshis mind was knitting together as the
rooms he was walkingthrough evoked them. McGann and Roxborough fadedfrom the table, as did most
of the candlelight and the litterof carafes, glasses, and food it had illuminated. Now therewas only Joshua
and himself, and the house was stilt aboveand below. Everyone asleep, but for these conspirators.

"I want to be with you when you perform the working,"Josbua was saying. There was no hint of laughter
now. Helooked harassed and nervous. "She's very precious to me,Sartori. If anything were to happen to
her I'd lose mymind."

"She'll be perfectly safe," the Maestro said, sitting downat the table.

There was a map of the Imajica laid out in front of him,with the names of the Maestros and their
assistants in eacSDominion marked beside their places of conjuration. Hescanned them and found he
knew one or two. Tick Raw wasthere, as the deputy to Uter Musky; Scopique was there too,marked as
an assistant to an assistant to Heratae Ham-meryock, the latter a distant relation, perhaps, of the Ham-
meryock whom Gentle and Pie had encountered inVanaeph. Names from two pasts, intersecting here on
themap.

"Are you listening to me?" Joshua said.

"I told you she'd be perfectly safe," came the Maestro's reply. "The workings are delicate, but they're
not danger?ous."

"Then let me be there," Godolphin said, wringing hishands. "I'll be your assistant instead of that wretched
mys-tif."

"I haven't even told Pie 'oh' pah what we're up to. This is
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our business and only ours. You just bring Judith here to?morrow evening, and I'll see to the rest."

"She's so vulnerable."

"She seems very self-possessed to me," the Maestro ob?served. "Very heated."

Godolphin's fretful expression soured into ice. "Don'tparade it, Sartori," he said. "It's not enough that I've
gotRoxborough at my ear all yesterday, telling me he doesn'ttrust you; I have to bear you parading your
arrogance."

"Roxborough understands nothing."

"He says you're obsessed with women, so he under?stands that, at least. You watch some girl across the
street,he says—"

"What if T do?"
"How can you give yourself to the Reconciliation ifyou're so distracted?"

"Are you trying to talk me out of wanting Judith?"
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"T thought magic was a religion to you."

"So's she."

"A discipline, a sacred mystery."

"Again, so's she." He laughed. "When I first saw her, itwas like my first glimpse of another world. I knew
I'd risk my life to be inside her skin. When I'm with her, I feel likean adept again, creeping towards a
miracle, step by step.Tentative, excited—"

"Enough!"

"Really? You don't want to know why I need to be in?side her so badly?"

Godolphin eyed him ruefully. "Not really," he said. "Butif you don't tell me, I'll only wonder."

"Because for a little time, I'll forget who I am. Every?thing petty and particular will go out of me. My
ambition.My history. Everything. I'll be unmade. And that's whenI'm closest to divinity."

"Somehow you always manage to bring everything backto that. Even your lust."
"It's all One."

"I don't like your talk of the One," Godolphin said.
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"You sound like Roxborough with his die turns! Simplicity is strengthand all the rest."

"That's not what I mean and you know it. It's just thatwomen are where everything begins, and I like
—how shall Iput it?>—to touch the source as often as possible."

"You think you're perfect, don't you?" Godolphin said.

"Why so sour? A week ago you were doting on my everyword."

"I don't like what we're doing," Godolphin replied. "Iwant Judith for myself."
"You'll have her. And so will I. That's the glory of this."

"There'll be no difference between them?"

"None. They'll be identical. To the pucker. To the lash."

"So why must I have the copy?"

"You know the answer to that. Because the originalloves me, not you."

"I should never have let you set eyes on her."
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"You couldn't have kept us apart. Don't look so forlorn.I'm going to make you a Judith that'll dote on
you and yoursons, and your son's sons, until the name Godolphin disap?pears off the face of the earth.
Now where's the harm inthat?"

As he asked the question all the candles but the one heheld went out, and the past was extinguished with
them. Hewas suddenly back in the empty house, a police sirenwhooping "nearby. He stepped back into
the hallway as thecar sped down Gamut Street, its blue light pulsing throughthe windows. Seconds later,
another came howling after. Though the din of the sirens faded and finally disappeared,the flashes did not.
They brightened from blue to white,however, and lost their regularity. By their brilliance he sawthe house
once more restored to glory. It was no longer aplace of debate and laughter however. There was
sobbingabove and below, and the animal smells of fear in every cor? ner. Thunder rattled the roof, but
there was no rain tosoothe its choler.

I don't want to be here, he thought. The other memorieshad entertained him. He'd liked his role in the
proceedings.
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But this darkness was another matter entirely. It was full of death, and he wanted to run from it.

The lightning came again, horribly livid. By it, he saw Lu-cius Cobbitt standing halfway up the stairs,
clutching thebanister as though he'd fall if he didn't. He'd bitten histongue or lip, or both, and blood
dribbled from his mouthand chin, made stringy by the spit with which it was min?gled. When Gentle
climbed the stairs he smelt excrement. The boy had loosed his bowels in his breeches. Seeing Gen?tle, he
raised his eyes.

"How did it fail, Maestro?" he sobbed. "How? "Gentle shuddered as the question brought images flood?
ing into his head, more horrendous than all the scenes he'dwitnessed at the Erasure. The failure of the
Reconciliationhad been sudden, and calamitous, and had caught the Maes-tros representing the five
Dominions at such a delicate timein the working that they'd been ill-equipped to prevent it. The spirits of
all five had already risen from their circlesacross Imajica and, carrying the analogues of their worlds,had
converged on the Ana, the zone of inviolability that ap?peared every two centuries in the heart of the In
Ovo.There, for a tender time, miracles could be worked, as theMaestros, safe from the In Ovo's
inhabitants but freed andempowered by their immaterial state, unburdened them?selves of their similitudes
and allowed the genius of the Anato complete the fusing of the Dominions. It was a precari?ous time, but
they'd been reaching its conclusion when thecircle in which the Maestro Sartori's physical body sat, its
stones protecting the outside world from the flux which leton to the In Ovo, broke. Of all the potential
places for fail?ure in the ceremonies, this was the unlikeliest: tantamountto transubstantiation failing for
want of salt in the bread.But fail it did, and once the breach was opened, there wasno way to seal it until
the Maestros had returned to theirbodies and mustered their feits. In that time the hungry ten?ants of the
In Ovo had free access to the Fifth. Not only tothe Fifth, but to the exulted flesh of the Maestros them?
selves, who vacated the Ana in confusion, leading thehounds of the In Ovo back to their flesh.
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Sartori's life would certainly have been forfeited alongwith all the others had Pie 'oh' pah not intervened.
Whenthe circle broke, Pie was being forcibly removed from theRetreat on Godolphin's order, for voicing
a prophetic mur?mur of alarm and disturbing the audience. The duty of re?moval had fallen to Abelove
and Lucius Cobbitt, butneither had possessed the strength to hold the mystif. It had broken free, racing
across the Retreat and plunging into thecircle, where its master was visible to the assembly only as ablaze
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of light. The mystif had learned well at Sartori's feet. It had defenses against the flux of power that roared
in thecircle and had pulled the Maestro from under the noses ofthe approaching Oviates.

The rest of the assembly, however, caught between themystif's yells of warning and Roxborough's
attempts tomaintain the status quo, were still standing around in confu?sion when the Oviates appeared.

The entities were swift. One moment the Retreat was abridge to the transcendental; the next, it was an
abattoir.Dazed by his sudden fall from grace, the Maestro had seen only snatches of the massacre, but
they were burned on hiseyes, and Gentle remembered them now in all theirwretched detail: Abelove,
scrabbling at the ground in terror as an Oviate the size of a felled bull, but resembling some?thing barely
born, opened its toothless maw and drew himbetween its jaws with tongues the length of whips;
McGann,losing his arm to a sleek dark animal that rippled as it ranbut hauling himself away, his blood a
scarlet fountain, whilethe thing was distracted by fresher meat; and Flores—poor Flores, who'd come to
Gamut Street the day before, carry?ing a letter of introduction from Casanova—caught by twobeasts
whose skulls were as flat as spades and whose trans?lucent skin had given Sartori a terrible glimpse of
their vic?tim's agony as his head was taken down the throat of onewhile his legs were devoured by the
other.

But it was the death of Roxborough's sister that Gentleremembered with profoundest horror, hot least
because theman had been at such pains to keep her from coming andhad even abased himself to the
Maestro, begging him to talk
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to the woman and persuade her to stay away. He'd had thetalk, but he'd knowingly made his caution a
seduction—al?most literally, in fact—and she'd come to see the Recon?ciliation as much to meet the eyes
of the man who'd wooed her with his warnings as for the ceremony itself. She'd paidthe most terrible
price. She'd been fought over like a boneamong hungry wolves, shrieking a prayer for deliverance asa
trio of Oviates drew out her entrails and dabbled in heropen skull. By the time the Maestro, with Pie 'oh'
pah'shelp, had raised sufficient feits to drive the entities backinto the circle, she was dying in her own
coils, thrashing likea fish half filleted by a hook.

Only later did the Maestro hear of the atrocities visitedon the other circles. It was the same story there
as in theFifth: the Oviates appearing in the midst of innocents; car?nage ensuing, which was only brought
to a halt when one ofthe Maestro's assistants drove them back. With the excep?tion of Sartori, the
Maestros themselves had all perished.

"It would be better if I'd died like the others," he said toLucius.

The boy tried to persuade him otherwise, but tears over?whelmed him. There was another voice,
however, risingfrom the bottom of the stairs, raw with grief but strong.

"Sartori! Sartori!"

He turned. Joshua was there in the hallway, his finepowder-blue coat covered with blood. As were his
hands.As was his face.

"What's going to happen?" he yelled, "This storm! It'sgoing to tear the world apart!"

"No, Joshua."
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"Don't lie to me! There's never been a storm like this!Ever!"
"Control yourself—"
"Jesus Christ our Lord, forgive us our trespasses."
"That's not going to help, Joshua."
Godolphin had a crucifix in his hand and put it to his lips.
"You Godless trash! Are you a demon? Is that it? Were you sent to have our souls?" Tears were
pouring down hiscrazed face. "What Hell did you come out of?"
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"The same as you. The human hell."
"I should have listened to Roxborough. He knew! Hesaid over and over you had some plan, and I didn't
believehim, wouldn't believe him, because Judith loved you, andhow could anything so pure love anything

unholy? But youhid yourself from her too, didn't you? Poor, sweet Judith!How did you make her love
you? How did you do it?"

"[s that all you can think of?"

"Tell me! How?"

Barely coherent in his fury, Godolphin started up thestairs towards the seducer.

Gentle felt his hand go to his mouth. Godolphin halted.He knew this power.

"Haven't we shed enough blood tonight?" the Maestrosaid.

"You,not me," Godolphin replied. He jabbed a finger inGentle's direction, the crucifix hanging from his
fist."You'll have no peace after this," he said. "Roxborough'salready talking about a purge, and I'm going
to give himevery guinea he needs to break your back. You and all yourworks are damned!"

"Even Judith?"

"I never want to see that creature again."

"But she's yours, Joshua," the Maestro said flatly, de?scending the stairs as he spoke. "She's yours
forever andever. She won't age. She won't die. She belongs to the fam?ily Godolphin until the sun goes
out."

"Then I'll kill her."
"And have her innocent soul on your blotted con?science?"

"She's got no soul!"
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"I promised you Judith to the lash, and that's what she is.A religion. A discipline. A sacred mystery.
Remember?"

Godolphin buried his face in his hands.

"She's the one truly innocent soul left among us, Joshua.Preserve her. Love her as you've never loved
any livingthing, because she's our only victory." He took hold ofGodolphin's hands and unmasked him.
"Don't be ashamedof our ambition," he said. "And don't believe anyone who
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tells you it was the Devil's doing. We did what we did out oflove."

"Which?" Godolphin said. "Making her, or the Recon?ciliation?"

"It's all One," he replied. "Believe that, at least."

Godolphin claimed his hands from the Maestro's grip."I'll never believe anything again/' he said and,
turning hisback, began his weary descent.

Standing on the stairs, watching the memory disappear,Gentle said a second farewell. He had never seen
Godol?phin again after that night. A few weeks later the man hadretreated to his estate and sealed himself
up there, living insilent self-mortification until despair had burst his tenderheart.

"It was my fault," said the boy on the stairs behind him.

Gentle had forgotten Lucius was still there, watching andlistening. He turned back to the child.

"No," he said, "You're not to blame."

Lucius had wiped the blood from his chin, but hecouldn't control his trembling. His teeth chattered
between his stumbling words. "I did everything you told me to do,"he said. "I swear. I swear. But I must
have missed somewords from the rites or... I don't know... maybe mixed upthe stones."

"What are you talking about?"

"The stones you gave me, to replace the flawed ones."

"[ gave you no stones, Lucius."

"But Maestro, you did. Two stones, to go in the circle.You told me to bury the ones I took, at the step.
Don't you remember?"

Listening to the boy, Gentle finally understood how theReconciliation had come to grief. His other—born
in theupper room of this very house—had used Lucius as hisagent, sending him to replace a part of the
circle with stonesthat resembled the originals (forging ran in the blood),knowing they would not preserve
the circle's integrity whenthe ceremony reached its height.

But while the man who was remembering these scenesunderstood how all this had come about, to
Maestro Sar-
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tori, still ignorant of the other self he'd created in the wombof the doubling circle, this remained an
unfathomable mys?tery.

"I gave you no such instruction," he said to Lucius.

"I understand," the youth replied. "You have to lay theblame at my feet. That's why Maestros need
adepts. Ibegged you for the responsibility, arid I'm glad to have hadit even if I failed." He reached into his
pocket as he spoke."Forgive me, Maestro," he said and, drawing out a knife, had it at his heart in the
space of a thunderclap. As the tipdrew blood the Maestro caught hold of the youth's handand, wrenching
the blade from his fingers, threw it down thestairs.

"Who gave you permission to do that?" he said to Lu?cius. "I thought you wanted to be an adept?"

"I did," the boy said.

"And now you're out of love with it. You see humiliationand you want no more of the business."

"No!" Lucius protested. "I still want wisdom. But Ifailed tonight."

"We all failed tonight!" the Maestro said. He took holdof the trembling boy and spoke to him softly. "I
don't knowhow this tragedy came about," he said. "But I sniff morethan your shite in the air. Some plot
was here, laid againstour high ambition, and perhaps if I hadn't been blinded bymy own glory I'd have
seen it. The fault isn't yours, Lucius.And stopping your own life won't bring Abelove, or Esther,or any of
the others back. Listen to me."

"I'm listening."

"Do you still want to be my adept?"

"Of course."

"Will you obey my instructions now, to the letter?"

"Anything. Just tell me what you need from me."

"Take my books, all that you can carry, and go as farfrom here as you're able to go. To the other end of
thelmajica, if you can learn the trick of it. Somewhere Rox-borough and his hounds won't ever find you.
There's a hardwinter coming for men like us. It'll kill all but the cleverest. But you can be clever, can't
you?"
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HYes'"

"I knew it." The Maestro smiled. "You must teach your?self in secret, Lucius, and you must learn to live

outsidetime. That way, the years won't wither you, and when Rox-borough's dead you'll be able to try
again."

Page 125



"Where will you be, Maestro?"

"Forgotten, if I'm lucky. But never forgiven, I think. That would be too much to hope for. Don't look so
de?jected, Lucius. I have to know there's some hope, and I'mcharging you to carry it for me."

"It's my honor, Maestro."

As he replied, Gentle was once again grazed by the dejavu he'd first felt when he'd encountered Lucius
outside thedining room door. But the touch was light, and passedbefore he could make sense of it.

"Remember, Lucius, that everything you learn is alreadypart of you, even to the Godhead Itself. Study
nothing ex?cept in the knowledge that you already knew it. Worshipnothing except in adoration of your
true self. And fearnothing"—there the Maestro stopped and shuddered, asthough he had a
presentiment—"fear nothing except in thecertainty that you are your enemy's begetter and its onlyhope of
healing. For everything that does evil is in pain. Willyou remember those things?"

The boy looked uncertain. "As best I can," he said.

"That will have to suffice," the Maestro said. "Now ...get out of here before the purgers come."

He let go of the boy's shoulders, and Cobbitt retreateddown the stairs, backwards, like a commoner
from the king, only turning and heading away when he was at the bottom.

The storm was overhead now, and with the boy gone,taking his sewer stench with him, the smell of
electricity wasstrong. The candle Gentle held flickered, and for an instanthe thought it was going to be
extinguished, signaling the endof these recollections, at least for tonight. But there wasmore to come.

"That was kind," he heard Pie 'oh’' pah say, and turnedto see the mystif standing at the top of the stairs. It
had dis?carded its soiled clothes with its customary fastidiousness,
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face in thelmajica more beautiful than this, Gentle thought, nor formmore graceful, and the scenes of
terror and recriminationthe storm had brought were of little consequence while hebathed in the sight of it.
But the Maestro he had been hadnot yet made the error of losing this-miracle and, seeing themystif, was
more concerned that his deceits had been dis?covered.

"Were you here when Godolphin came?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Then you know about Judith?"

"I can guess."

"I kept it from you because I knew you wouldn't ap?prove."

"It's not my place to approve or otherwise. I'm not yourwife, that you should fear my censure."
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"Still, I do. And I thought, well, when the Reconciliation was done this would seem like a little
indulgence, and you'dsay I deserved it because of what I'd achieved. Now it seemslike a crime, and [
wish it could be undone."

"Do you? Truly?" the mystif said.

The Maestro looked up. "No, I don't," he said, his tonethat of a man surprised by a revelation. He
started to climbthe stairs. "I suppose I must believe what I told Godolphin,about her being our..."

"Victory," Pie prompted, stepping aside to let the sum-moner step into the Meditation Room. It was, as
ever, bare."Shall I leave you alone?" Pie asked.

"No," the Maestro said hurriedly. Then, more quietly:"Please. No."

He went to the window from which .he had stood thosemany evenings watching the nymph Allegra at
her toilet. The branches of the tree he'd spied her through thrashedthemselves to splinter and pulp against
the panes.

"Can you make me forget, Pie 'oh' pah? There are suchfeits, aren't there?"

"Of course. But is that what you want?"

166 CLIVE BARKER

"No, what I really want is death, but I'm too afraid ofthat at the moment. So ... it will have to be
forgetfulness."

"The true Maestro folds pain into his experience."

"Then I'm not a true Maestro," he returned. "I don'thave the courage for that. Make me forget, mystif.
Divideme from what I've done and what I am forever. Make a feitthat'll be a river between me and this
moment, so that I'mnever tempted to cross it."

"How will you live?"

The Maestro puzzled over this for a few moments. "Inincrements," he finally replied. "Each part ignorant
of thepart before. Well. You can do this for me?"

"Certainly."

"It's what 1 did for the woman I made for Godolphin.Every ten years she'll start to undo her life and
disappear. Then she'll invent another one and live it, never knowingwhat she left behind."

Listening to himself plot the life he'd lived, Gentle hearda perverse satisfaction in his voice. He had
condemned him?self to two hundred years of waste, but he'd known what hewas doing. He'd made the
same arrangements precisely forthe second Judith and had contemplated every conse?quence on her
behalf. It wasn't just cowardice that made him shun these memories. It was a kind of revenge uponhimself
for failing, to banish his future to the same limbohe'd made for his creature.

"I'llhave pleasure, Pie," he said. "T'll wander the worldand enjoy the moments. I just won't have the sum
of them."
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"And what about me?"

"After this, you're free to go," he said.

"And do what? Be what?"

"Whore or assassin, I don't care," the Maestro said.

The remark had been thrown off casually—surely not in?tended as an order to the mystif. But was it a
slave's duty todistinguish between a command made for the humor of itand one to be followed
absolutely? No, it was a slave's dutyto obey, especially if the dictate came, as did this, from abeloved
mouth. Here, with a throwaway remark, the master
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had circumscribed his servant's life for two centuries, driv?ing it to deeds it had doubtless abhorred.

Gentle saw the tears shining in the mystif's eyes and felt its suffering like a hammer pounding at his heart.
He hated himself then, for his arrogance and his carelessness, for notseeing the harm he was doing a
creature that only wanted to love him and be near him. And he longed more than ever tobe reunited with
Pie, so that he could beg forgiveness forthis cruelty.

"Make me forget," he said again. "I want an end to this."

The mystif was speaking, Gentle saw, though whateverincantations its lips shaped were spoken in a
voice hecouldn't hear. The breath that bore them made the flamehe'd set on the floor flicker, however,
and as the mystif in?structed its master in forgetfulness the memories went outwith the flame.

Gentle rummaged for the box of matches and struck one,using its light to find the smoking wick, then
reigniting it. But the night of storm had passed back into history, and Pie'oh' pah, beautiful, obedient,
loving Pie 'oh' pah, had gonewith it. He sat down in front of the candle and waited, won?dering if there
was some coda to come. But the house wasdead from cellar to eaves.

"So," he said to himself. "What now, Maestro?"

He had his answer from his stomach, which made a little thunder of its own.

"You want food?" he asked it, and it gurgled its reply."Me too," he said.

He got up and started down the stairs, preparing himselffor a return to modernity. As he reached the
bo‘Ftom, how?ever, he heard something scraping across the bare boards.He raised the candle, and his
voice.

"Who's there?"

Neither the light nor his demand brought an answer. Butthe sound went on, and others joined it, none of
them pleas?ant: a low, agonized moan; a wet, dragging sound; a whis?tling inhalation. What melodrama
was his memorypreparing to stage for him, he wondered, that had need ofthese hoary devices? They
might have inspired fear in him
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once upon a time, but not now. He'd seen too many horrorsface to face to be chilled by imitations.
"What's this about?" he asked the shadows, and wassomewhat surprised to have his question answered.
"We've waited for you a long time," a wheezing voicetold him.

"Sometimes we thought you'd never come home," an?other said. There was a fluting femininity in its
tone.

Gentle took a step in the direction of the woman, and therim of the candle's reach touched what looked
to be thehem of a scarlet skirt, which was hastily twitched out ofsight. Where it had lain, the bare boards
shone with freshblood. He didn't advance any further, but listened for an?other pronouncement from the
shadows. It came soonenough. Not the woman this time, but the wheezer.

"The fault was yours," he said. "But the pain's beenours. All these years, waiting for you."
Though corrupted by anguish, the voice was familiar.He'd heard its lilt in this very house.
"Is that Abelove?" he said.

"Do you remember the maggot-pie?" the man said, con?firming his identity. "The number of times I've
thought: That was my error, bringing the bird into the house. Tyr-whitt would have no part of it, and he
survived, didn't he?He died in his dotage. And Roxborough, and Godolphin,and you. All of you lived and
died intact. But me, I just suf?fered here, flying against the glass but never hard enough to cease." He
moaned, and though his rebuke was as absurd asit had been when first uttered, this time Gentle
shuddered."I'm not alone, of course," Abelove said. "Esther's here.And Flores. And Byam-Shaw. And
Bloxham's brother-in-law; do you remember him? So there'll be plenty of com?pany for you."

"I'm not staying," Gentle said.
"Oh, but you are," said Esther. "It's the least you cando."

"Blow out the candle," Abelove said. "Save yourself thedistress of seeing us. We'll put out your eyes,
and you canlive with us blind."
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"I'll do no such thing," Gentle said, raising the light sothat it cast its net wider.

They appeared at its farthest edge, their viscera catchingthe gleam. What he'd taken to be Esther's skirt
was a trainof tissue, half flayed from her hip and thigh. She clutched itstill, pulling it up around her, seeking
to conceal her groinfrom him. Her decorum was absurd, but then perhaps hisreputation as a womanizer
had so swelled over the passageof the years that she believed he might be aroused by her,even in this
appalling state. There was worse, however.Byam-Shaw was barely recognizable as a human being, and
Bloxham's brother-in-law looked to have been chewed bytigers. But whatever their condition they were
ready for re?venge, no doubt of that. At Abelove's command they beganto close upon him.
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"You've already been hurt enough," Gentle said. "Idon't want to hurt you again. I advise you to let me
pass."

"Let you pass to do what?" Abelove replied, his terriblewounding clearer with every step he took. His
scalp hadgone, and one of his eyes lolled on his cheek. When he liftedhis arm to point his next accusation
at Gentle, it was withthe littlest finger, which was the only one remaining on thathand. "You want to try
again, don't you? Don't deny it!You've got the old ambition in your head!"

"You died for the Reconciliation," Gentle said. "Don'tyou want to see it achieved?"

"It's an abomination!" Abelove replied. "It was nevermeant to be! We died proving that. You render our
sacrificeworthless if you try, then fail again."

"I won't fail," Gentle said.

"No, you won't," Esther replied, dropping her skirt touncoil a garrote of her gut. "Because you won't get
thechance."

He looked from one wretched face to the next and real?ized that he didn't have a hope of dissuading
them fromtheir intentions. They hadn't waited out the years to be di?verted by argument. They'd waited
for revenge. He had nochoice but to stop them with a pneuma, regrettable as it wasto add to their sum of
suffering. He passed the candle from
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his right hand to his left, but as he did so somebody reachedaround him from behind and pinned his arms
to his torso.The candle went from his fingers and rolled across the floorin the direction of his accusers.
Before it could drown in itsown wax, Abelove picked it up in his fingered hand.

"Good work, Flores," Abelove said.

The man clutching Gentle grunted his acknowledgment,shaking his prey to prove he had it securely
caught. Hisarms were flayed, but they held Gentle like steel bands.

Abelove made something like a smile, though on a facewith flaps for cheeks and blisters for lips it was a
misbegot?ten thing.

"You don't struggle," he said, approaching Gentle withthe candle held high. "Why's that? Are you already
re?signed to joining us, or do you think we'll be moved by yourmartyrdom and let you go?" He was very
close to Gentlenow. "It is pretty," he said. He cocked his eye a little, sigh?ing. "How your face was
loved!" he went on. "And thischest. How women fought to lay their heads upon it!" Heslid his stump of a
hand into Gentle's shirt and tore it open."Very pale! And hairless! It's not Italian flesh, is it?"

"Does it matter?" said Esther. "As long as it bleeds,what do you care?"

"He never deigned to tell us anything about himself. We had to take him on trust because he had power
in his fingers and his wits. He's like a little God, Tyrwhitt used to say. Buteven little Gods have fathers and
mothers." Abeloveleaned closer, allowing the candle flame within singeing dis?tance of Gentle's lashes.
"Who are you really?" Abelovesaid. "You're not an Italian. Are you Dutch? You could beDutch. Or a
Swiss. Chilly and precise. Huh? Is that you?"He paused. Then: "Or are you the Devil's child?"
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"Abelove," Esther protested.

"I want to know!" Abelove yelped. "I want to hear himadmit he's Lucifer's son." He peered at Gentle
moreclosely. "Go on," he said. "Confess it."

"I'm not," Gentle said.

"There was no Maestro in Christendom could match you
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for feits. That kind of power has to come from somebody. Who, Sartori?"

Gentle would have gladly told, if he'd had an answer.But he had none. "Whoever I am," he said, "and
whatever hurt I've done—"

" 'Whatever, he says!" Esther spat. "Listen to him! Whatever! Whatever!"

She pushed Abelove aside and tossed a loop of her gutover Gentle's head. Abelove protested, but he'd
prevari?cated long enough. He was howled down from all sides, Es?ther's howls the loudest. Tightening
the noose aroundGentle's neck, she tugged on it, preparing to topple him. Hefelt rather than saw the
devourers awaiting him when hefell. Something was gnawing at his leg, something else punching his
testicles. It hurt like hell, and he started tostruggle and kick. There were too many holds upon him,
however—gut, arms, and teeth—and he earned himself notan inch of latitude with his thrashings. Past the
red blur ofEsther's fury, he caught sight of Abelove, crossing himselfwith his one-fingered hand, then
raising the candle to hismouth.

"Don't!"Gentle yelled. Even a little light was better than none. Hearing him shout, Abelove looked up and
shrugged. Then he blew out the flame. Gentle felt the wetflesh around him rise like a tide to claw him
down. The fist gave up beating at his testicles and seized them instead. Hescreamed with pain, his clamor
rising an octave as someonebegan to chew on his hamstrings.

"Down!" he heard Esther screech. "Down!"

Her noose had cut off all but the last squeak of breath.Choked, crushed, and devoured, he toppled, his
headthrown back as he did so. They'd take his eyes, he knew, as soon as they could, and that would be
the end of him. Evenif he was saved by some miracle, it would be worthless ifthey'd taken his eyes.
Unmanned, he could go on living; butnot blind. His knees struck the boards, and fingers clawedfor
access to his face. Knowing he had mere seconds of sightleft to him, he opened his eyes as wide as he
could andstared up into the darkness overhead, hoping to find some
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last lovely thing to spend them on: a beam of dusty moon?light; a spider's web, trembling at the din he
raised. But thedarkness was too deep. His eyes would be thumbed outbefore he could use them again.

And then, a motion in that darkness. Something unfurl?ing, like smoke from a conch, taking figmental
shape over?head. His pain's invention, no doubt, but it sweetened histerror a little to see a face, like that
of a beatific child, pourhis gaze upon him.
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"Open yourself to me," he heard it say. "Give up thestruggle and let me be in you."

More cliche, he thought. A dream of intercession to setagainst the nightmare that was about to geld and
blind him. But one was real—his pain was testament to that—so whynot the other?

"Let me into your head and heart," the infant's lips said.

"I don't know how," he yelled, his cry taken up in parodyby Abelove and the rest.
"How? How? How?" they chanted.

The child had its reply. "Give up the fight," he said.

That wasn't so hard, Gentle thought. He'd lost it anyway. What was there left to lose? With his eyes fixed
on the child, Gentle let every muscle in his body relax. His hands gave uptheir fists; his heels, their kicks.
His head tipped back,mouth open.

"Open your heart and head," he heard the infant say.
"Yes," he replied.

Even as he uttered his invitation, a moth's-wing doubtfluttered in his ear. At the beginning hadn't this
smacked ofmelodrama? And didn't it still? A soul snatched from Pur?gatory by cherubim; opened, at the
last, to simple salvation.But his heart was wide, and the saving child swooped uponit before doubt could
seal it again. He tasted another mindin his throat and felt its chill in his veins. The invader was asgood as
its word. He felt his tormentors melt from aroundhim, their holds and howls fading like mists.

He fell to the floor. It was dry beneath his cheek, thoughseconds before Esther's skirts had been seeping
on it. Norwas there any trace of the creatures' stench in the air. He
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rolled over and cautiously reached to touch his hamstrings. They were intact. And his testicles, which he'd
presumednearly pulped, didn't even ache. He laughed with relief tofind himself whole and, while he
laughed, scrabbled for thecandle he'd dropped. Delusion! It had all been delusion!Some final rite of
passage conducted by his mind so that he might supersede his guilt and face his future as a Reconciler
unburdened. Well, the phantoms had done their duty. Nowhe was free.

His fingers had found the candle. He picked it up, fum?bled for the matches, struck one, and put the
flame to thewick. The stage he'd filled with ghouls and cherubim wasempty from boards to gallery. He
got to his feet. Though thehurts he'd felt had been imagined, the fight he'd put upagainst them had been
real enough, and his body—which was far from healed after the brutalities of Yzordderrex—was the
worse for his resistance.

As he hobbled towards the door, he heard the cherubspeak again. "Alone at last," it said.

He turned on his heel. The voice had come from behindhim, but the staircase was empty. So was the
landing and thepassageways that led off the hall. The voice came again,however.

"Amazing, isn't it?" the putto said. "To hear and not tosee. It's enough to drive a man mad."
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Again Gentle wheeled, the candle flame fluttering at hisspeed.

"I'm still here," the cherub said. "We'll be together forquite a time, just you and I, so we'd better get to
like each other. What do you enjoy chatting about? Politics? Food?I'm good for anything but religion."

This time, as he turned, Gentle caught a glimpse of histormentor. It had put off the cherubic illusion.
What he sawresembled a small ape, its face either anemic or powdered,its eyes black beads, its mouth
enormous. Rather thanwaste his energies pursuing something so nimble (it had hung from the ceiling
minutes before), Gentle stood still and waited. The tormentor was a chatterbox. It would
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speak again and eventually show itself entirely. He didn'thave to wait long.

"Those demons of yours must have been appalling," itsaid, "The way you kicked and cursed."

"You didn't see them?"

"No. Nor do I want to."

"But you've got your fingers in my head, haven't you?"

"Yes, But* don't delve. It's not my business."

"What is your business?"

"How do you live in this brain? It's so small and sweaty."
"Your business?"

"To keep you company."

"I'm leaving soon."

"T don't think so. Of course, that's just my opinion...."
"Who are you?"

"Call me Little Ease."

"That's a name?"

"My father was a jailer. Little Ease was his favorite cell. [used to say, Thank God he didn't circumcise
for a living, orl'd be—"

"Don't."

"Just trying to keep the conversation light. You seemvery agitated. There's no need. You're not going to
come toany harm, unless you defy my Maestro."

Page 133



"Sartori."

"The very man. He knew you'd come here, you see. Hesaid you'd pine and you'd preen, and how very
right he was.But then I'm sure he'd have done the same thing. There'snothing in your head that isn't in his.
Except for me, that is. I must thank you for being so prompt, by the way. He saidl'd have to be patient,
but here you are, after less than twodays. You must have wanted these memories badly."

The creature went on in similar vein, burbling at the backof Gentle's head, but he was barely aware of it.
He was con?centrating on what to do now. This creature, whatever itwas, had tricked its way into him—
Open your head and heart,it had said, and he'd done just that, fool that he was:opened himself up to its
possession—and now he had tofind some way to be rid of it.
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"There's more where those came from, you know," itwas saying.

He'd temporarily lost track of its monologue and didn'tknow what it was prattling about.

"More of what?" he said.

"More memories," it replied. ""Y ou wanted the past, butyou've only had a tiny part of a tiny part. The
best's still tocome."

"I don't want it," he said.

"Why not? It's you, Maestro, in all your many skins. Youshould have what's yours. Or are you afraid
you'll drown inwhat you've been?"

He didn't answer. It knew damn well how much damage the past could do if it came over him too
suddenly; he'd laidplans for that very eventuality as he'd come to the house.

Little Ease must have heard his pulse quicken, because it said, "I can see why it'd frighten you. There's
so much to beguilty for, isn't there? Always, so much."

He had to be out and away, he thought. Staying here,where the past was all too present, invited disaster.
"Where are you going?" Little Ease said as Gentlestarted towards the door.

"I'd like to get some sleep," he said. An innocent enoughrequest.

"You can sleep here," his possessor replied.

"There's no bed."

"Then lie down on the floor. I'll sing a lullaby."

"And there's nothing to eat or drink."

"You don't need sustenance right now," came the reply.
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HIlm hungry.ﬂ
"So fast for a while."

Why was it so eager to keep him here? he wondered. Didit simply want to wear him down with
sleeplessness andthirst before he even stepped outside? Or did its sphere ofinfluence cease at the
threshold? That hope leapt in him,but he tried not to let it show. He sensed that the creature,though it had
spoken of entering his head and heart, did nothave access to every thought in his cranium. If it did, it'd
have no need of threats in order to keep him here. It would
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simply direct his limbs to be leaden and drop him to theground. His intentions were still his own, even if
the entityhad his memories at its behest, and it followed thereforethat he might get to the door, if he was
quick, and be beyondits grasp before it opened the floodgates. In order to placateit until he was ready to
make his move, he turned his backon the door.

"Then I suppose I stay," he said.

"At least we've got each other for company," Little Easesaid. "Though let me make it clear, I draw the
line at anycarnal relations, however desperate you get. Please don'ttake it personally. It's just that I know
your reputation, and I want to state here and now I have no interest in sex."

"Will you never have children?"

"Oh, yes, but that's different. I lay them in the heads ofmy enemies."

"Is that a warning?" he asked.

"Not at all," it replied. "I'm sure you could accommo?date a family of us. It's all One, after all. Isn't that
right?" Itleft off its voice for a moment and imitated him perfectly. "We'll not be subsumed at our deaths,
Roxborough, we'll be increased to the size of Creation. Think of me as a little signof that increase, and
we'll get along fine."

"Until you murder me."

"Why would I do that?"

"Because Sartori wants me dead."

"You do him an injustice," Little Ease said. "I've nobrief as an assassin. All he wants me to do is keep
you fromyour work until after midsummer. He doesn't want youplaying the Reconciler and letting his
enemies into the Fifth. Who can blame him? He intends to build a NewY zordderrex here, to rule over the
Fifth from pole to pole.Did you know that?"

"He did mention it."

"And when that's done, I'm sure he'll embrace you as abrother."

"But until then—"'
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"—I have his permission to do whatever I must to keep
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you from being a Reconciler. And if that means driving youinsane with memories—"
"—then you will."
"Must, Maestro, must. I'm a dutiful creature."

Keep talking, Gentle thought, as ifwaxed poetic describ?ing its powers of subservience. He wouldn't
make for thedoor, he'd decided. It was probably double- or treble-locked. Better that he went for the
window by which he'dentered. He'd fling himself through if need be. If he broke a few bones in the
process, it'd be a small price to pay for es?cape.

He glanced around casually, as if deciding where he wasgoing to lay his head, never once allowing his
eyes to strayto the front door. The room with the open window lay tenpaces at most from where he
stood. Once inside, there'd beanother ten to reach the window. Little Ease, meanwhile, was lost in loops
of its own humility. Now was as good atime as any.

He took a pace towards the bottom of the stairs as afeint, then changed direction and darted for the
door. He'dmade three paces before it even realized what he was up to.

"Don't be so stupid!" it snapped.

He'd been conservative in his calculation, he realized.He'd be through the door in eight paces, not ten,
and across the room in another six.

"I'm warning you," it shrieked, then, realizing its appeals would gain it nothing, acted.

Within a pace of the door, Gentle felt something open inhis head. The crack through which he allowed
the past totrickle suddenly gaped. In a pace the rivulet was a stream; intwo, white waters; in three, a
flood. He saw the windowacross the room, and the street outside, but his will to reachit was washed
away in the deluge of the past.

He'd lived nineteen lives between his years as Sartoriand his time as John Furie Zacharias, his
unconscious pro?grammed by Pie to ease him out of one life and into anotherin a fog of self-ignorance
that only lifted when the deed wasdone, and he awoke in a strange city, with a name filchedfrom a
telephone book or a conversation. He'd left pain be-
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hind him, of course, wherever he'd gone. Though he'd al?ways been careful to detach himself from his
circle, andcover his tracks when he departed, his sudden disappear?ances had undoubtedly caused great
grief to everyonewho'd held him in their affections. The only one who'd es?caped unscathed had been
himself. Until now. Now all these lives were upon him at once, and the hurts he'dscrupulously avoided
caught up with him. His head filledwith fragments of his past, pieces of the nineteen unfinishedstories that
he'd left behind, all lived with the same infantilegreed for sensation that had marked his existence as John
Furie Zacharias. In every one of these lives he'd had thecomfort of adoration. He'd been loved and
lionized: for hischarm, for his profile, for his mystery. But that fact didn'tsweeten the flood of memories.
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Nor did it save him from thepanic he felt as the little self he knew and understood wasoverwhelmed by
the sheer profusion of details that arosefrom the other histories.

For two centuries he'd never had to ask the questionsthat vexed every other soul at some midnight or
other:"Who am I? What was I made for, and what will I be when Idie?"

Now he had too many answers, and that was more dis?tressing than too few. He had a small tribe of
selves, put onand off like masks. He had trivial purposes aplenty. Butthere had never been enough years
held in his memory atone time to make him plumb the depths of regret or re?morse, and he was the
poorer for that. Nor, of course, hadthere been the imminence of death or the hard wisdom ofmourning.
Forgetfulness had always been on hand tosmooth his frowns away, and it had left his spirit unproved.

Just as he'd feared, the assault of sights and scenes wastoo much to bear, and though he fought to hold
on to somesense of the man he'd been when he'd entered the house, it was rapidly subsumed. Halfway
between the door and the window his desire to escape, which had been rooted in theneed to protect
himself, went out of him. The determinationfell from his face, as though it were just another mask.Nothing
replaced it. He stood in the middle of the room like
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a stoic sentinel, with no flicker of his inner turmoil rising todisturb the placid symmetry of his face.

The night hours crawled on, marked by a bell in a distantsteeple, but if he heard it he showed no sign. It
wasn't untilthe first light of day crept over Gamut Street, slippingthrough the window he'd been so
desperate to reach, thatthe world outside his confounded head drew any responsefrom him. He wept.
Not for himself, but rather for the deli?cacy of this amber light falling in soft pools on the hardfloor.
Seeing it, he conceived the vague notion of steppingout into the street and looking for the source of this
miracle,but there was somebody in his head, its voice stronger thanthe muck of confusion that swilled
there, who wanted himto answer a question before it would allow him out to play.It was a simple enough

inquiry.

"Who are you?" it wanted to know.

The answer was difficult. He had a lot of names in hishead, and pieces of lives to go with them, but
which one ofthem was his? He'd have to sort through many fragments toget a sense of himself, and that
was too wretched a task on aday like this, when there were sunbeams at the window, in?viting him out to
spy their father in Heaven.

"Who are you?" the voice asked him again, and he wasobliged to tell the simple truth.

"I don't know."

The questioner seemed content with this. ""You may aswell go, then," it said. "But I'd like you to come
back oncein a while, just to see me. Will you do that?"

He said that of course he would, and the voice repliedthat he was free to go. His legs were stift, and
when he triedto walk he fell instead, and had to crawl to where the sunwas brightening the boards. He

played there for a time andthen, feeling stronger, climbed out of the window into thestreet.

Had he possessed a cogent memory of the previousnight's pursuits he'd have realized, as he jumped
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down ontothe pavement, that his guess concerning Sartori's agent hadbeen correct, and its jurisdiction
did indeed halt at the limits
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of the house. But he comprehended not at all the fact of hisescape. He'd entered number 28 the previous
night as aman of purpose, the Reconciler of the Imajica come to con?front the past and be strengthened
by self-knowledge. Heleft it undone by that same knowledge and stood in thestreet like a bedlamite,
staring up at the sun in ignorance ofthe fact that its arc marked the year's progression to mid?summer,
and thus to the hour when the man of purposehe'd been had to act—or fail forever.

2
I

Although Jude had not slept well after Clem's visit (dreamsof light bulbs, talking in a code of flickers she
couldn'tcrack), she woke early and had laid her plans for the day byeight. She'd drive up to Highgate,
she decided, and try andfind some way into the prison beneath the tower, where theonly woman left in
the Fifth who might help empower herlanguished. She knew more about Celestine now than she had
when she'd first visited the tower on New Year's Eve.Dowd had procured her for the Unbeheld, or so he
claimed,plucking her from the streets of London and taking her tothe borders of the First. That she'd
survived such traumas atall was extraordinary. That she might be sane at the end ofthem, after divine
violation and centuries of imprisonment, was almost certainly too much to hope for. But mad or not,
Celestine was a much needed source of insight, and Judewas determined to dare whatever she had to in
order tohear the woman speak.

The tower was so perfectly anonymous she drove past itbefore realizing that she'd done so.. Doubling
back, sheparked in a side street and approached on foot. There wereno vehicles in the forecourt and no
sign of life at any of thewindows, but she marched to the front door and rang thebell, hoping there might
be a caretaker she could persuade
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to let her in. She'd use Oscar's name as a reference, she de?cided. Though she knew this was playing
with fire, there wasno time for niceties. Whether Gentle's ambitions as aReconciler were realized or not,
the days ahead would becharged with possibilities. Things sealed were cracking;things silent were
drawing breath to speak.

The door remained closed, though she rang and rappedseveral times. Frustrated, she headed around the
back ofthe building, the route more choked by barbs and stingsthan ever. The tower's shadow chilled the
ground whereClara had dropped and died, and the earth, which was badlydrained, smelled of stagnancy.
Until she walked here the thought of finding any fragments of the blue eye had notoccurred to her, but
perhaps it had been part of her uncon?scious agenda from the start. Finding no hope of access on this
side of the building, she turned her attention to seeking the pieces. Though her recollections of what had
happenedhere were strong, she couldn't pinpoint with any accuracythe place where Dowd's mites had
devoured the stone, andshe wandered around for fully an hour, searching through the long grass for some
sign. Her patience was finally re?warded, however. Much farther from the tower than she'dever have
guessed, she found what the devourers had left. Itwas little more than a pebble, which anybody but
herselfwould have passed over. But to her eyes its blue was unmis?takable, and when she knelt to pick it
up she was almost rev?erential. It looked like an egg, she thought, lying there in anest of grass, waiting for
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the warmth of a body to kindle thelife in it.

As she stood up she heard the sound of car doors slam?ming on the other side of the building. Keeping
the stone inher hand she slipped back down the side of the tower. Therewere voices in the forecourt:
men and women exchangingwords of welcome. At the corner, she had a glimpse ofthem. Here they
were, the Tabula Rasa. In her imaginationshe'd elevated them to the dubious status of Grand Inquisi?tors,
austere and merciless judges whose cruelty would begouged into their faces. There was perhaps one
among this quartet—the eldest of the three men—who would not have
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looked absurd in robes, but the others had an insipidityabout their features and a sloth in their bearing
that wouldhave made them bathetic in any garb but the most bland. None looked particularly happy with
his lot. To judge bytheir leaden eyes, sleep had failed to befriend them lately.Nor could their expensive
clothes (everything charcoal andblack) conceal the lethargy in their limbs.

She waited at the corner until they'd disappearedthrough the front door, hoping the last had left it ajar.
But itwas once again locked, and this time she declined to knock.While she might have brazened or
flattered her way past acaretaker, none of the quartet she'd seen would have sparedher an inch. As she
stepped away from the door another carturned off the road and glided into the forecourt. Its driverwas a
male, and the youngest of the arrivees. It was too lateto dodge for cover, so she raised her hand in a
cheery way and picked up her pace to a smart trot.

As she came abreast of the vehicle it halted. She kept onwalking. Once past it, she heard the car door
open and aftuity, overeducated voice said, "You there! What are youdoing?"

She kept up her trot, resisting the temptation to run eventhough she heard his feet on the gravel, then
anotherhaughty holler as he came in pursuit. She ignored him untilshe was at the property line and he was
within grasping dis?tance of her. Then she turned, with a pretty smile, and said,"Did you call?"

"This is a private ground," he replied.

"I'm sorry, I must have the wrong address. You're not a gynecologist, are you?" Where this invention
sprang from she didn't know, but it colored his cheeks in two pulses. "Ineed to see a doctor as soon as

possible."

He shook his head, covered in confusion. "This isn't the hospital," he spluttered. "It's halfway down the
hill."

Lord bless the English male, she thought, who could bereduced to near idiocy at the very mention of
matters vagi?nal.

"Are you sure you're not a doctor?" she said, enjoyinghis discomfiture. "Even a student? I don't mind."
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He actually took a step back from her at this, as thoughshe was going to pounce on him and demand an
examina?tion on the spot.

"No, I'm—I'm sorry."
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"So am L," she said, extending her hand. He was too baf?fled to refuse, and shook it. "I'm Sister
Concupiscentia,"she said.

"Bloxham," he replied.

"You should be a gynecologist," she said appreciatively."Y ou've got lovely warm hands." And with that
she lefthim to his blushes.

2

There was a message from Chester Klein on the answering machine when she got back, inviting her to a
cocktail partyat his house that evening, in celebration of what he calledthe Bastard Boy's return to the
land of the living. She was atfirst startled that Gentle had decided to make contact withhis friends after all
his talk of invisibility, then flattered that he'd taken her advice. Perhaps she'd been over-hasty in her
rejection of him. Even in the short time she'd spent inYzordderrex, the city had made her think and
behave inways she'd never have countenanced in the Fifth. Howmuch more so for Gentle, whose
catalogue of adventures inthe Dominions would have filled a dozen diaries. Now hewas back in the Fifth,
perhaps he was resisting some ofthose bizarrer influences, like a man returned to civilization from some
lost tribe, sluicing off the war paint and learningto wear shoes again. She called Klein back and accepted
theinvitation.

"My dear child, you are a sight for sore eyes," he said when she appeared on his doorstep that evening.
"So stylishly un-nourished! Malnutrition a la mode. Perfection."

She hadn't seen him in a long time, but she didn't re?member his ever being so fulsome in his flattery
before. Hekissed her on both cheeks and led her through the houseinto the back garden. There was still
warmth in the descend-
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ing sun, and his other guests—two of whom she knew, twoof whom were strangers—were sipping
cocktails on thelawn. Though small and high-walled, the garden was almosttropically lush. Inevitably,
given Klein's nature, it was en?tirely given over to flowering species, no bush or plant wel?comed if it
didn't bloom with immoderate abandon. Heintroduced her to the company one by one, starting with
Vanessa, whose face—though much changed since they'dlast met—was one of the two she knew. She
had put on agood deal of weight and even more makeup, as though tocover one excess with another.
Her eyes, Jude saw when shesaid hello, were those of a woman who was only holdingback a scream for
decorum's sake.

"Is Gentle with you?" was Vanessa's first question. "No, he's not," Klein said. "Now have another drink
andgo and dally in the rosebushes."

The woman took no offense at his condescension butmade straight for the champagne bottle, while Klein
intro?duced Jude to the two strangers in the party. One, a baldingyoung man in sunglasses, he introduced

as Duncan Skeet.

"A painter," he said. "Or, more precisely, an impres?sionist. Isn't that right, Duncan? You do
impressions, don'tyou? Modigliani, Corot, Gauguin...."

The joke was lost on its butt, though not on Jude. "Isn'tthat illegal?" she said.
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"Only if you don't talk about it," Klein replied, whichremark brought a guffaw from the fellow in
conversationwith the faker, a heavily mustached and accented individualcalled Luis.

"Who's not a painter of any persuasion. You're not any?thing at all, are you, Luis?"

"How about a Lotos-eater?" Luis said. The scent Jude had taken to be that of the blossoms in the
borders was infact Luis' aftershave.

"I'll drink to that," Klein said, moving Jude on to the lastof the company. Though Jude knew the woman's

face shecouldn't place it, until Klein named her—Simone—and sheremembered the conversation she'd
had at Clem and Tay-lor's, which had ended with this woman heading off in

IMAJICA 185

search of seduction. Klein left them to talk while he wentinside to break open another bottle of
champagne.

"We met at Christmas," Simone said. "I don't know ifyou remember?"
"Instantly," Jude said.

"T've had my hair chopped since then, and 1 swear halfmy friends don't recognize me."

"It suits you."

"Klein says I should have kept it and had it made intojewelry. Apparently hair brooches were the height
of fash?ion at the turn of the century."

"Only as memento mori," Jude said. Simone lookedblank. "The hair was usually from someone who'd
died."

The woman's fizz-addled features still took a little time to register what she was being told, but when she
graspedthe point she let out a groan of disgust.

"I suppose that's his idea of a joke," she said. "He has nosense of fucking decency, that man." Klein was
appearingfrom the back door, bearing champagne. "Yes, you!" Si?mone said. "Don't you take death
seriously?"

"Have I missed something?" Klein said.

"You are a tasteless old fart sometimes!" Simone wenton, striding toward him and throwing the glass
down at hisfeet.

"What did I do?" Klein said.

Luis went to his assistance, cooing at Simone to calm her.Jude had no desire to get further embroiled.
She retreateddown one of the paths, her hand slipping into the deeppocket of her skirt, where the egg of
the blue eye was lying. She closed her palm around it and stooped to sniff at one ofthe perfect roses. It
had no scent, not even of life. Shethumbed its petals. They were dry. She stood up again, cast?ing her
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eyes over the spectacle of blossoms. Fake, every lastone.

Simone's caterwauling had ceased behind her, and nowso did Luis' chatter. Jude looked around, and
there at theback door, stepping out of the house into the warm eveninglight, was Gentle.
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"Save me," she heard Klein imploring. "Before I'mflayed alive,"
Gentle smiled his sun-shamer and opened his arms toKlein.

"No more arguments," he said, hugging the man."Tell Simone," Klein replied. "Simone. Are you bullying
Chester?""He was being a bastard."

"No, I'm the bastard. Give me a kiss, and tell me you for?give him."
"] forgive him."
"Peace on earth, goodwill to Chester."

There was laughter from all parties, and Gentle passedthrough the company with kisses, hugs, and
handshakes, re?serving the longest, and perhaps the crudest, embrace forVanessa.

"You're missing somebody," Klein said, and steeredGentle's glance towards Jude.

He didn't lavish his smile upon her. She was wise to hisdevices, and he knew it. Instead he offered her
an almostapologetic look and raised the glass Klein had already put inhis hand in her direction. He'd
always been a slick trans?former (perhaps it was the Maestro in him, surfacing as atrivial skill), and in the
twenty-four hours or so since she'dleft him on his doorstep he'd made himself new. The raggedlocks
were trimmed, the grimy face washed and shaved.Dressed in white, he looked like a cricketer returned
fromthe crease, glowing with vigor and victory. She stared athim, searching for some sign of the haunted
man he'd been the evening before, but he'd put his anxieties entirely out of sight, for which she could only
admire him. More than ad?mire. Tonight he was the lover she'd imagined as she'd lainin Quaisoir's bed,
and she couldn't help but be stirred by thesight of him. Once before a dream had led her into his- arms,
and the consequence, of course, had been pain and tears. It was a form of masochism to invite a repeat
of that experi?ence, and a distraction from weightier matters.

And yet; and yet. Was it perhaps inevitable that they found their way back into one another's arms
sooner or
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later? And if it was, maybe this game of glances was agreater distraction still, and they would serve their
ambi?tions better to dispense with the dalliance and accept thatthey were indivisible. This time, instead of
being dogged bya past neither of them had comprehended, they knew theirhistories and could build on
solid ground. That is, if he hadthe will to do so.

Klein was beckoning her, but she stayed in her bower offake blossoms, seeing how eager he was to

watch the dramahe'd engineered unfold. He, Luis, and Duncan were merelyspectators. The scene they'd
come to watch was the Judg?ment of Paris, with Vanessa, Simone, and herself cast as theGoddesses,
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and Gentle as the hero obliged to choose be?tween them. It was grotesque, and she was determined to
keep herself from the tableau, instead wandering up to thefar end of the garden while the banter
continued on thelawn. Close to the wall she came upon a strange sight. Aclearing had been made in the
artificial jungle, and a smallrosebush—real, but far less sumptuous than the fakery sur?rounding it—had
been planted there. As she was puzzlingover this, Luis appeared at her side with a glass of cham?pagne.

"One of his cats," Luis said. "Gloriana. She was killed bya car in March. He was devastated. Couldn't
sleep.Wouldn't even talk to anybody. I thought he was going tokill himself."

"He's a strange one," Jude said, casting a glance back atKlein, who had his arm around Gentle's
shoulder and waslaughing uproariously. "He pretends everything's agame—"

"That's because he feels everything too much," Luis re?plied.

"I doubt that," she said.

"T've been in business with him twenty-one, twenty-two years. We have fights. We make up. We have
fights again.He's a good man, believe me. But so afraid of feeling, hemust make it all a joke. You're not
English, huh?"

"No, I'm English."
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"Then you understand this," he said. "You also have the little graves, hidden away." He laughed.

"Thousands," she said, watching Gentle step back intothe house. "Would you excuse me a moment?" she
said,and headed back down the garden with Luis in pursuit.

Kletn made a move to intercept her, but she simplyhanded him her empty glass and went inside. Gentle
was inthe kitchen, rooting through the refrigerator, peeling thelids off bowls and peering into them.

"So much for invisibility," Jude said.
"Would you have preferred it if I hadn't come?"
"Meaning that if I'd asked you'd have stayed away?"

He grinned as he found something that suited his palate."Meaning," he said, "that the rest of them don't
have aprayer. I came because I knew you'd be here."

He plunged his first and middle fingers into the ramekinhe'd brought out and laid a dollop of chocolate
mousse onhis tongue.

"Want some?" he said.

She hadn't, until she saw the abandon with which he wasdevouring the stuff. His appetite was
contagious. Shescooped a fingerful herself. It was sweet and creamy.

"Good?" he said.
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"Sinful," she replied. "What made you change yourmind?"
"About what?"
"About hiding yourself away."

"Life's too short," he said, taking his laden fingers to hismouth again. "Besides, I just said: I knew you'd
be here."

"You're a mind reader now?"

"I'm flourishing," he said, his grin more chocolate thanteeth. The sophisticate she'd seen step out into the
gardenminutes before was here a guzzling boy.

"You've got chocolate all around your mouth," she said.
"Do you want to kiss it off?" he replied.

"Yes," she said, seeing no purpose misrepresenting herfeeling. Secrets had done them too much harm in
the past.

"Then why are we still here?" he said.
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"Klein'll never forgive us if we leave. The party's in yourhonor."

"They can talk about us when we've gone," he said, set?ting down the ramekin and wiping his mouth
with the back of his hand. "In fact, they'd probably prefer that. I say we gonow, before we're spotted.
We're wasting time making con?versation—"

"—when we could be making love."
"I thought / was the mind reader," he said.

As they opened the front door they heard Klein callingthem from the back, and Jude felt a pang of guilt,
until she remembered the proprietorial look she'd caught on Klein'sface when Gentle had first"appeared
and he'd known thathe had the cast gathered for a fine farce. Guilt turned to irri?tation, and she slammed
the front door hard to make surehe heard.

3

As soon as they got back to the flat Jude threw open thewindows to let the breeze, which was still balmy
thoughthe night had long since fallen, come and go. News from thestreets outside came with it, of course,
but nothing momen?tous: the inevitable sirens; chatter from the pavement; jazzfrom the club down the
block. With the windows wide, shesat down on the bed beside Gentle. It was time for them to speak
without any other agenda but the truth.

"I didn't think we'd end up this way," she said. "Here. Together."

Page 144



"Are you glad we have?"
"Yes, I'm glad," she said, after a pause. "It feels right."
"Good," he replied. "It feels perfectly natural to metoo."

He slid around the back of her and, threading his handsthrough her hair, began to work his fingers
against herscalp. She sighed.

"You like that?" he asked.

" like that."

"Do you want to tell me how you feel?"
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"About what?"

"About me. About us."

"I told you, it feels right."

"That's all?"

"No."

"What else?"

She closed her eyes, the persuasive fingers almost easingthe words out of her. "I'm glad you're here
because I thinkwe can learn from one another. Maybe even love each otheragain. How does that
sound?"

"Fine by me," he said softly.

"And what about you? What's in your head?"

"That I'd forgotten how strange this Dominion is. That Ineed your help to make me strong. That I'm
afraid I may actstrangely sometimes, make mistakes, and I want you to loveme enough to forgive me if I
do. Will you?"

"You know I will," she said.

"I want you to share my visions, Judith. I want you to seewhat's shining in me and not be afraid of it."

"I'm not afraid."

"That's good to hear," he said. "That's so very good."He leaned towards her, putting his mouth close to

her ear."We make the rules from now on," he whispered. "And theworld follows. Yes? There's no law
but us. What we want.What we feel. We'll let that consume us, and the fire'Hspread. You'll see."
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He kissed the ear into which he'd poured these seduc?tions, then her cheek, and finally her mouth. She
started tokiss him back, fervently, putting her hands around his headas he had hers, kneading the flesh
from which his hairsprang and feeling its motion against his skull. He had hishands on the neck of her
blouse, but he didn't bother to un?button it. Instead he tore it open, not in a frenzy but rhyth?mically, rent
after rent, like a ritual of uncovering. As soonas her breasts were bare his mouth was on them. Her skin
was hot, but his tongue was hotter, painting her with spiral tracks of spittle, then closing his mouth around
her nipplesuntil they were harder than the tongue that teased them.His hands were reducing her skirt to
tatters in the same effi-
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skirt beneathher. He looked down at her, laying his palm at her crotch,which was still protected from his
touch by the thin fabric other underwear.

"How many men have had this?" he asked her, the ques?tion murmured without inflection. His head was
silhouettedagainst the pale billows at the window, and she could notread his expression. "How many?" he
said, moving the ballof his hand in a circular motion. From any other source butthis the question would
have offended or even enraged her.But she liked his curiosity.

"A few."

He ran his fingers down into the space between her legsand worked his middle fingers under the fabric
to touch herother hole. "And this?" he said, pushing at the place.

She was less comfortable with this inquiry, verbal or digi?tal, but he insisted. "Tell me," he said. "Who's
been inhere?"

"Just one," she said.

"Godolphin?" he replied.

"Yes."

He removed his finger and rose from the bed. "A familyenthusiasm," he remarked.
"Where are you going?"

"Just closing the curtains," he said. "The dark's better for what we're going to do." He drew the drapes
without closing the window. "Are you wearing any jewelry?" heasked her.

"Just my earrings."

"Take them off," he said.

"Can't we have a little light?"

"It's too bright as it is," he replied, though she couldbarely see him. He was watching her as he

undressed, that much she knew. He saw her slide her earrings from theholes in her lobes and then take
off her underwear. By thetime she was completely naked so was he.
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"I don't want a little part of you," he said, approaching
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the bottom of the bed. "I want all of you, every last piece,
And I want you to want all of me."

"I do," she said.

"I hope you mean that."

"How can I prove it?"

His gray form seemed to darken as she spoke, recedinginto the shadows of the room. He'd said he'd be
invisible,and now he was. Though she felt his hand graze her ankle,and looked down the bed to find him,
he was beyond thegrasp of her eye. But pleasure flowed from his touch never?theless.

"T want this," he said as he caressed her foot. "And this."Now her shin and thigh. "And this"—her
sex—"as much asthe rest, but no more. And this, and these." Belly, breasts.His touch was on them all, so
he had to be very close to hernow, but still invisible, ""And this sweet throat, and thiswonderful head,"
Now the hands slid away again, down herarms. "And these/ he said, "to the ends of your fingers."

The touch was back at her foot again, but everywhere his hands had been—which was to say her entire
body—trem?bled with anticipation at the touch coming again. She raisedher head from the pillow a
second time in the hope ofglimpsing her lover.

"Lie back," he told her.
"I want to see you."

"I'm here," he said, his eyes stealing a gleam from some?where as he spoke: two bright dots in a space
that, had shenot known it was bounded, could have been limitless. Afterhis words, there was only his
breath. She couldn't help butlet the thythm of her own inhalations and exhalations fall hiwith his, a lulling
regularity which steadily slowed.

After a time, he raised her foot to his mouth and lickedthe sole from heel to toe in one motion. Then his
breathagain, cooling the fluid he'd bathed her with, and slowingstill further as it came and went, until her
system seemed toteeter on termination at the end of each breath, only to becoaxed back into life again as
she inhaled. This was the sub?stance of every moment, she realized: the body—never cer?tain if the next
lungful would be its last—hovering for a tiny
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time between cessation and continuance. And in that spaceout of time, between a breath expelled and
another drawn,the miraculous was easy, because neither flesh nor reasonhad laid their edicts there. She
felt his mouth open wideenough to encompass her toes and then, impossible as itwas, slide her foot into
his throat.
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He's going to swallow me, she thought, and the notionconjured once again the book she'd found in
Estabrook'sstudy, with its sequence of lovers enclosed in a circle of con?sumption: a devouring so
prodigious it had ended with mu?tual eclipse. She felt no unease at the prospect. This wasn'tthe business
of the visible world, where fear got fat becausethere was so much to win and lose. This was a place for
lov?ers, where there was only ever gain.

She felt him draw her other leg up to his head and im?merse it in the same heat; then felt him take hold of
her hipsand use them as purchase to impale himself upon her, inchby inch. Perhaps he'd become vast: his
maw monstrous, his throat a tunnel; or perhaps she was pliant as silk, and he wasdrawing her into him
like a magician threading fake flowers into a wand. She reached up towards him in the darkness, tofeel
the miracle, but her fingers couldn't interpret whatbuzzed beneath them. Was this 4er flesh or Ais? Ankle
orcheek? There was no way of knowing. Nor, in truth, anyneed to know. All she wanted now was to do
as the lovers inthe book had done and match his devouring with her own.

She reached for the edge of the bed and turned herselthalf over, bringing him down beside her. Now,
though her eyes were besotted by darkness, she saw the outline of hisbody, folded into the shadows of
her own. There was noth?ing changed about his anatomy. Though he was consumingher, his body was in
no way distorted. He lay beside her likea sleeper. She reached out to touch him a second time, not
expecting to make sense of his body now but finding she could. This was his thigh; this his shin; this his
ankle andfoot. As she ran her palm across his flesh a delicate wave ofchange came with it, and his
substance seemed to soften be?neath her touch. The scent of his sweat was appetizing. It, quickened the
juices in her throat and belly. She drew her
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head towards his feet and touched her lips to the substanceof him. Then she was feeding; spreading her
hunger aroundhim like a mouth and closing her mind on his glistening skin.He shuddered as she took him
in, and she felt the thrill of his pleasure as her own. He had already consumed her tothe hips, but she
quickly matched his appetite, taking hislegs down into her, swallowing both his prick and the belly it lay
hard against. She loved the excess of this, and its absurd?ity, their bodies defying physics and physique,
or else mak?ing fresh proofs of both as the configuration closed uponitself. Was anything ever so easy
and yet so impossible, be?sides love? And what was this, if not that paradox laid on asheet? He had
slowed his swallows to allow her to catch up,and now, in tandem, they closed the loop of their consump?
tion, until their bodies were figments, and they were mouthto mouth.

Something from outside—a shout in the street, a soursaxophone chord—threw her back into the
plausible world again, and she saw the root from which their invention hadflowered. It was a
commonplace conjunction: her legscrossed around his hips, his erection high inside her. She couldn't see
his face, but she knew he wasn't here in thisfugitive place with her. He was still dreaming their devour?ing.
She panicked, wanted to regain the vision but notknowing how. She tightened her grip on his body and,
in sodoing, inspired his hips to motion. He began to move in her, breathing oh so slowly against her face.
She forgot her panic and let her rhythm once again slow until it matched his. Thesolid world dissolved as
she did so, and she returned to theplace from which she'd been called to find that the loop was tightening
by the moment, his mind enveloping her head asshe enveloped his, like layers of an impossible onion,
eachone smaller than the layer it concealed: an enigma thatcould only exist where substance collapsed
into the verymind which begged its being.

This bliss could not be sustained indefinitely, however.Before long it began once more to lose its purity,
tainted byfurther sounds from the outside world, and this time shesensed that he was also relinquishing his
hold on the delir-
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ium. Perhaps, as they learned to be lovers again, they'd finda way to sustain the state for longer: spend
nights and days,perhaps, lost in the precious space between a breath ex?pelled and another drawn. But
for now she would have tobe content with the ecstasy they'd had. Reluctantly, she letthe tropic night in
which they'd devoured each other be sub?sumed into a simpler darkness, and,'without quite knowing
where consciousness began and ended, she fell asleep.

When she awoke she was alone in the bed. That disap?pointment apart, she felt both lively and light.
What they'dshared was a commodity more marketable than a cure forthe common cold: a high without a
hangover. She sat up,reaching for a sheet to drape around her, but before shecould stand she heard his
voice in the predawn gloom. Hewas standing by the window, with a fold of curtain clippedbetween
middle and forefinger, his eye to the chink he'dopened.

"It's time for me to get working," he said softly.

"It's still early," she said.

"The sun's almost up," he replied. "I can't waste time."

He let the curtain drop and crossed to the bed. She sat upand put her arms around his torso. She
wanted to spendtime with him, luxuriating in the calm she felt, but his in?stinct was healthier. They both
had work to do.

"I'd rather stay here than return to the studio," he said."Would you mind?"

"Not at all," she replied. "In fact, I'd like you to stay."

"T'll be coming and going at odd hours."

"As long as you find your way back into bed once in awhile," she said.

"T'll be with you," he said, running his hand down fromher neck to rub her belly. "From now on, I'll be
with younight and day."

10

I

Though Jude's memory of the night before was vivid, shehad no recollection of either herself or Gentle
taking thetelephone off the hook, and it wasn't until nine-thirtythe following morning, when she decided to
call Clem, thatshe realized that one of them had done so. She replaced thereceiver, only to have the
telephone ring seconds later. Atthe other end of the line was a voice she'd almost given up expecting to
hear again: Oscar. At first she thought he wasbreathless, but after a few stumbling sentences she realized
his pantings were barely suppressed sobs.

"Where have you been, my darling? I've rung and rungsince I got your note. I thought you were dead."

"The phone was off the hook, that's all. Where areyou?"
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"At the house. Will you come? Please. I need you here!"He spoke with escalating panic, as though she
were punc?tuating his appeals with refusals. "We don't have muchtime."

"Of course I'll come," she told him.
"Now," he insisted. "You've got to come now."

She told him she'd be on his doorstep within the hour, and he replied that she'd find him waiting. Putting
off hercall to Clem and putting on a little makeup, she headed out. Though it wasn't yet midmorning the
sun was blazing hot,and as she drove she remembered the monologue that she and Gentle had been
treated to on their ride back from theestate. Monsoons and heat waves all through the summer,the
doomsayer had predicted; and how he'd relished hisprophecies! She'd thought his enthusiasm grotesque
at thetime, a petty mind indulging in apocalyptic fantasies. Butnow, after the extraordinary night she'd had
with Gentle,she found herself wondering how these bright streets mightbe made to experience the
miracles of the previous mid-
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night: sluiced of vehicles by an almighty rain, then softenedin the blaze of sun, so that solid matter flowed
like warmtreacle and a city divided into public places and private, intowealthy ghettoes and gutters,
became a continuum. Wasthis what Gentle had meant when he'd talked about hersharing his vision? If so,
she was ready for more.

Regent's Park Road was quieter than usual. There wereno kids playing on the pavement and, though
she'd had ahellish time carving her way through the traffic just twostreets away, no vehicles parked within
half a mile of thehouse. It stood shunned, but for her. She didn't need toknock. Before she'd even set her
heel on the step the doorwas opening, and there was Oscar, looking harried, beckon?ing her in. He
answered the door dry-eyed, but as soon as itwas closed and locked and bolted, he put his arms around
her and the tears began, great sobs that racked his bulk.Over and over he told her how much he loved
her, missedher, and needed her, now more than ever. She embracedhim and calmed him as best she
could. After a time he con?trolled himself and ushered her through to the kitchen. Thelights were burning
throughout the house, but after theblaze of the day their contribution looked jaundiced anddidn't flatter
him. His face was pale, where it wasn't discol?ored with bruises; his hands were puffed and raw. There
were other wounds, she guessed, beneath his unpressedclothes. Watching him brew Earl Grey for them,
she saw alook of discomfort cross his face when he moved too fast. Their talk, of course, rapidly turned
to their parting at theRetreat.

"I was certain Dowd would slit your throat as soon asyou got to Yzordderrex."

"He didn't lay a finger on me," she said. Then added,"That's not quite true. He did later. But when we
arrived hewas too badly hurt." She paused. "So are you."

"I was in a pretty wretched state," he said. "I wanted tofollow you, but I could barely stand. I came back
here, got agun, licked my wounds awhile, then crossed over. But bythat time you'd gone."

"So you did follow?"
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"Of course. Did you think I'd leave you in Yzordder-rex?"
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He set a large cup of tea in front of her, and honey tosweeten it with. She didn't usually indulge, but she
hadn'tbreakfasted, so she put enough spoonfuls of honey into thetea to turn it into an aromatic syrup.

"By the time I reached Peccable's house," Oscar wenton, "it was empty. There were riots going on
outside. Ididn't know where to start looking for you. It was a night?mare."

"You know the Autarch was deposed?"

"No, I didn't, but I'm not surprised. Every New Y ear,Peccable would say, He'll go this year, he'll go this
year.What happened to Dowd, by the way?"

"He's dead," she said, with a little smile of satisfaction.

"Are you sure? His type is difficult to kill, my dear, letme tell you. I speak from bitter experience."

"You were saying—"

"Yes. What was I saying?"

"That you followed us and found Peccable's houseempty."

"And half the city in flames." He sighed. "It was tragic,seeing it like that. All that mindless destruction.
The re?venge of the proles. Oh, I know, I should be celebrating avictory for democracy, but what's going
to be left? Mylovely Yzordderrex: rubble. I looked at it and I said, This isthe end of an era, Oscar. After
this, everything'll be differ?ent. Darker." He looked up from the tea into which he'dbeen staring. "Did
Peccable survive, do you know?"

"He was going to leave with Hoi-Poltoi. I assume he did.He emptied the cellar."

"No, that was me. And I'm glad I did it."

He cast a glance towards the windowsill. Nestling amongthe domestic bric-a-brac were a series of
diminutive figu?rines. Talismans, she guessed: part of the horde from Pecca?ble's cellar. Some were
looking into the room, others out.They were all little paradigms of aggression, with positively rabid

expressions on their garishly painted faces.

"But you're my best protection," he said. "Just having
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you here, I feel we've got some chance of surviving thismess." He put his hand over hers. "When I got
your noteand knew you'd survived, I began to hope a little. Then ofcourse I couldn't get hold of you, and
I began to imagine theworst."

She looked up from his hand and saw on his plagued facea family resemblance she'd never glimpsed
before. Therewas an echo of Charlie in him, the Charlie of the Hamp-stead hospice, sitting at his window

talking about bodiesbeing dug up in the rain.

"Why didn't you just come to the flat?" she said.
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"I couldn't leave here."

"Are you that badly hurt?"

"It's not what's in here that held me back," he said, put?ting his hand to his chest. "It's what's out there."

"You still think the Tabula Rasa's going to come afteryou?"

"God, no. They're the least of our worries. I half thoughtof warning one or two of them: anonymously,
you know.Not Shales or McGann, or that idiot Bloxham. They can fryin Hell. But Lionel was always
friendly, even when he was sober. And the ladies. I don't like the idea of their deaths onmy conscience."

"So who are you hiding from?"

"The fact is, I don't know," he admitted. "I see images inthe bowl, and I can't quite make them out."

She'd forgotten the Boston Bowl, with its blur of pro?phetic stones. Now Oscar was apparently hanging
on itsevery rattle.

"Something's crossed over from the Dominions, mydear," he said. "I'm certain of that. I saw it coming
afteryou. Trying to smother you...."

He looked as though tears were going to overtake himagain, but she reassured him, lightly patting his
hand asthough he were some addled old man.

"Nothing's going to harm me," she said. "I've survivedtoo much in the last few days."

"You've never seen a power like this," he warned her. "And neither's the Fifth."
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"If it came from the Dominions, then it's the Autarch'sdoing."

"You sound very certain."

"That's because I know who he is."

"You've been listening to Peccable," he said. "He's fullof theories, darling, but they're not worth a damn."

His not-so-faint condescension irritated her, and shedrew her hand out from under his. "My source is a
lot morereliable than Peccable," she said.

"Oh?" He realized he'd caused offense and indulgedher. "Who's that?"
"Quaisoir."

"Quaisoir? How the hell did you get to her?" His sur?prise seemed to be as genuine as his humoring had
beenfeigned.

"Don't you have any idea?" she asked him. "Didn'tDowd ever talk to you about the old days?"
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Now his expression became guarded, almost suspicious.

"Dowd served generations of Godolphins," she said."Surely you knew that? Right back to crazy Joshua.
In fact, he was Joshua's right-hand man, if man's the word."

"I was aware of that," Oscar said softly.

"Then you knew about me too?"

He said nothing,

"Did you, Oscar?"

"I didn't debate you with Dowd, if that's what youmean."

"But you knew why you and Charlie kept me in the fam?ily?"

Now it was he who was offended; he grimaced at her vo?cabulary.

"That's what it was, Oscar. You and Charlie, trading me;knowing I was bound to stay with the
Godolphins. Maybel'd wander off for a while and have a few romances, butsooner or later I'd be back in
the family."

"We both loved you," he said, his voice as blank as thelook he now gave her. "Believe me, neither of us
under?stood the politics of it. We didn't care."

"Oh really?" she said, her doubt plain.
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She was tempted to sour this saccharine with chapter andverse of his family's conspiracies against her,
but what was the use? He was a fractured man, locked away in his housefor fear of what the sun might
invite over his threshold. Cir?cumstance had already undone him. Any further work onher part would be
malice, and though she didn't doubt thatthere was much in him to despise—his talk of the revenge ofthe
proles had been particularly unattractive—she'd sharedtoo many intimacies with him, and been too
comforted bythem, to be cruel. Besides, she had something to impart that would be a harder blow than
any accusation.

"I'm not staying, Oscar," she said. "I haven't come back
here to lock myself away." A

"But it's not safe out there," he replied. "I've seenwhat's coming. It's in the bowl. You want to see for
your?self?" He stood up. "You'll change your mind."

He led her up the stairs to the treasure room, talking ashe went.

"The bowl's got a life of its own since this power cameinto the Fifth. It doesn't need anybody watching, it
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just goeson repeating the same images. It's panicking. It knowswhat's coming, and it's panicking."

She could hear it before they even reached the door: adin like the drumming of hailstones on sun-baked
earth.

"T don't think it's wise to watch for too long," he warned."It gets hypnotic."

So saying, he opened the door. The bowl was sitting inthe middle of the floor, surrounded by a ring of
votive can?dles, their fat flames jumping as the air was agitated by thespectacle they lit. The prophetic
stones were moving like aswarm of enraged bees in and above the bowl, which Oscarhad been obliged
to set in a small mound of earth to keep itfrom being thrown over by their violence. The air smelledof
what he'd called their panic: a bitter odor mingled withthe metallic tang that came before lightning. Though
themotion of the stones was reasonably contained, she hungback from the bowl lest a rogue find its way
out of the dance
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and strike her. At the speed they were moving, the smallestof them could have taken out an eye. But
even from a dis?tance, with the shelves and their treasures to distract her,the motion of the stones was all
consuming. The rest of theroom, Oscar included, faded into insignificance as thefrenzy drew her in.

"It may take a little time," Oscar was saying. "But theimages are there." "I see," she said.

The Retreat had already appeared in the blur, its domehalf hidden behind the screen of the copse. Its
appearancewas brief. The Tabula Rasa's tower took its place a momentafter, only to be superseded by a
third building, quite differ?ent from the pair that had gone before, except that it toowas half concealed by

foliage, in this case a single treeplanted in the pavement.

"What's that house?" she asked Oscar."I don't know, but it comes up over and over again. It's
somewhere in London, I'm certain of that.""How can you be sure?"

The building was unremarkable: three stories, flat-fronted, and, as far as she could judge, in a dilapidated
state.It could have stood in any inner city in England or for thatmatter in Europe.

"London's where the circle's going to close," Oscar re?plied. "It's where everything began, and it's where
every-thing'll end."

The remark brought echoes: of Dowd at the wall on PaleHill, talking about history coming around, and
of Gentleand herself, mere hours before, devouring each other intoperfection.

"There it is again," Oscar said.

The image of the house had briefly flickered out but nowreappeared, brightly lit. There was somebody
near the step,she saw, with his arms hanging by his sides and his headback as he stared up at the sky.
The resolution of the image was not good enough for her to make out his features. Per?haps he was just
some anonymous sun worshiper, but she doubted it. Every detail of this parade had its significance.
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Now the image decayed again, and the noonday scene, withits gleaming foliage and its pristine sky, gave
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way to a roilingjuggernaut of smoke, all black and gray.
"Here it comes," she heard Oscar say.

There were forms in the smoke, rising, withering, andfalling as ash, but their nature defied her
interpretation.Scarcely aware of what she was doing, she took a step to?wards the bowl.

"Don't, darling," Oscar said.

"What are we seeing?" she asked, ignoring his caution.

"The power," he said. "That's what's coming into theFifth. Or already here."

"But that's not Sartori."

"Sartori?" he said.

"The Autarch."

Defying his own warning, he came to her side and againsaid, "Sartori? The Maestro?"

She didn't look around at him. The juggernaut de?manded her utter devotion. Much as she hated to
admit it toherself, Oscar had been right, talking of immeasurable pow?ers. This was no human agency at
work. It was a force ofstupendous scale, advancing over a landscape she'd firstthought covered by a
stubble of gray grass but which shenow realized was a city, those frail stalks buildings, topplingas the
power burned out their foundations and overturnedthem.

No wonder Oscar was trembling behind locked doors;this was a terrible sight, and one for which she
was unpre?pared. However atrocious Sartori's deeds, he was just a ty?rant in a long and squalid history
of tyrants, men whose fearof their own frailty made them monstrous. But this was ahorror of another
order entirely, beyond curing by politicsor poisonings: a vast, unforgiving power, capable of sweep?ing all
the Maestros and despots that had carved theirnames on the face of the world away without pausing to
think about it. Had Sartori unleashed this immensity? shewondered. Was he so insane that he thought he
could sur?vive such devastation and build his New Yzordderrex onthe rubble it left behind? Or was his
lunacy profounder
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still? Was this juggernaut the true city of which he'ddreamed: a metropolis of storm and smoke that
would standto the World's End because that was its true name?

Now the sight was consumed by total darkness, and she let go of the breath she'd been holding.
"It isn't over," Oscar said, his voice close to her ear.

The darkness began to shred in several places, andthrough the gashes she saw a single figure, lying on a
grayfloor. It was herself: a crude representation, but recogniz?able.

"I warned you," Oscar said.

The darkness this image had appeared through didn't en?tirely evaporate, but lingered like a fog, and out
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of it a sec?ond figure came and sank down beside her. She knewbefore the action had unraveled that
Oscar had made anerror, thinking this was a prophecy of harm. The shadow be?tween her legs was no
killer. It was Gentle, and this scenewas here, in the bowl's report, because the Reconciler stoodas a sign
of hope to set against the despair that had comebefore. She heard Oscar moan as the shadow lover
reachedfor her, putting his hand between her legs, then raising herfoot to his mouth to begin his
devouring,

"It's killing you," Oscar said.

Watched remotely, this was a rational interpretation.But it wasn't death, of course, it was love. And it
wasn'tprophecy, it was history: the very act they'd performed thenight before. Oscar was viewing it like a
child, seeing its par?ents make love and thinking violence was being done in themarital bed. She was glad
of his error, in a way, saving her asit did from the problem of explaining this coupling.

She and the Reconciler were quickly intertwined, theveils of darkness attending on the act and
deepening theirmingled shadows, so that the lovers became a single knot,which shrank and shrank and
finally disappeared alto?gether, leaving the stones to rattle on as an abstraction.

It was a strangely intimate conclusion to the sequence.From temple, tower, and house to the storm had
been agrim progression, but from the storm to this vision of love
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was altogether more optimistic: a sign, perhaps, that unioncould bring an end to the darkness that had
gone before.

"That's all there is," Oscar said. "It just begins againfrom here. Round and round."

She turned from the bowl as the din of stones, which had quieted as the love scene was sketched,
became loud again.

"You see the danger you're in?" he said.

"I think I'm just an afterthought," she said, hoping tosteer him away from an analysis of what had been
depicted.

"Not to me you're not," he replied, putting his armsaround her. For all his wounds, he was not a man to
be re?sisted easily. "I want to protect you," he said. "That's myduty. I see that now. I know you've been
mistreated, but Ican make reparations for that. I can keep you here, safe andsound."

"So you think we can hole up here and Armageddon willjust pass over?"

"Have you got a better idea?"

"Yes. We resist it, at all costs."

"There's no victory to be had against the likes of that,"he said.

She could hear the stones' thunder behind her and knewthey were picturing the storm again.
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"At least we've got some defenses here," he went on."T've got spirit guards at every door and every
window. Yousaw those in the kitchen? They're the tiniest."

"All male, are they?"

"What's that got to do with it?"

"They're not going to protect you, Oscar."
"They're all we've got."

"Maybe they're all you've got—"

She slipped from his arms and headed for the door. Hefollowed her out onto the landing, demanding to
know whatshe meant by this, and finally, inflamed by his cowardice,she turned back to him.

"There's been a power under your nose for years."
"What power? Where?"

"Sealed up beneath Roxborough's tower."

"What the hell are you talking about?"
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"You don't know who she is?"

"No," he said, angered now. "This is nonsense."

"I've seen her, Oscar."

"How? Nobody but the Tabula Rasa gets into thetower."
"I could show her to you. Take you to the very place."

She dropped her volume, studying Oscar's anxious,ruddy features as she spoke. "I think maybe she's
somekind of Goddess. I've tried to get her out twice and failed. Ineed help. I need your help."

"It's impossible," he replied. "The tower's a fortress,now more than ever. I tell you, this house is the only
safeplace left in the city. It would be suicide for me to step out othere."

"Then that's that," she said, not about to debate withsuch timidity. She started down the stairs, ignoring
his callsfor her to wait.

"You can't leave me," he said, as though amazed. "I loveyou. Do you hear me? I love you."
"There's more important things than love," she re?turned, thinking as she spoke that this was easy to say

withGentle awaiting her at home. But it was also true. She'dseen this city overturned and pitched into
dust. Preventingthat was indeed more important than love, especiallyOscar's spineless variety.
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"Don't forget to lock up after me," she said as shereached the bottom of the stairs. "You never know
what'sgoing to come knocking on the door."

2

On the way home she stopped to buy groceries, which hadnever been her favorite chore but was today
elevated intothe realms of the surreal by the sense of foreboding shebrought with her. Here she was going
about the business ofpurchasing domestic necessities, while the image of the kill?ing cloud turned in her
head. But life had to go on, even ifoblivion waited in the wings. She needed milk, bread, andtoilet paper;
she needed deodorant and waste bags to line
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the bin in the kitchen. It was only in fiction that the dailyround of living was ignored so that grand events
could take center stage. Her body would hunger, tire, sweat, and digestuntil the final pall descended.
There was peculiar comfort inthis thought, and though the darkness gathering at thethreshold of her world
should have, distracted her fromtrivialities, its presence had precisely the reverse effect. She was more
pernickety than usual about the cheese shebought and sniffed at half a dozen deodorants before shefound
a scent that pleased her.

The shopping done, she headed home through streetsbuzzing with the business of a sunlit day,
contemplating theproblem of Celestine as she went. With Oscar plainly un?willing to aid her, she would
have to look for help else?where, and with her circle of trusted souls so shrunk, thatonly left Clem and
Gentle. The Reconciler had his ownagenda, of course, but after the promises of the nightbefore—the
commitments to be with each other, sharingthe fears and the visions—he'd surely understand her needto
liberate Celestine, if only to put an end to the mystery.She would tell him all she knew about
Roxborough's pris?oner, she decided, as soon as possible.

He wasn't home when she got back, which was no sur?prise. He'd warned her that he'd be keeping odd
hours as helaid the groundwork for the Reconciliation. She preparedsome lunch, then decided she hadn't
got an appetite andwent to work one up by tidying the bedroom, which was stillchaos after the night's
traffic. As she straightened the sheetsshe discovered they had a tiny occupant: the blue stone (or,as she
preferred to think of it, the egg), which had been inone of the pockets of her ravaged clothes. The sight of
itdiverted her from her bed making, and she sat on the edgeof the mattress, passing the egg from hand to
hand, wonder?ing if perhaps it could deliver her, even briefly, into the cellwhere Celestine was locked.
Itliad of course been much re?duced by Dowd's mites, but even when she'd first discov?ered it in
Estabrook's safe it had been a fragment of agreater form and possessed some jurisidiction. Did it still?

208 CLIVE BARKER
"Show me the Goddess," she said, clutching the eggtight. "Show me the Goddess."

Spoken plainly that way, the notion of her mind's re?moval from the physical world, and its flight,
seemed ab?surd. That wasn't the way the world worked, except perhaps at enchanted midnights. Now it
was the middle of the after?noon, and the noise of day rose through the open window.She was loath to
go and close it, however. She couldn't exilethe world every time she wanted to alter her consciousness.
The street and the people in it—the dirt and the din and thesummer sky—all had to be made part of the
mechanism for transcendence, or else she'd come to grief the way her sister had, bound up and blind long
before her eyes went from herhead.
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As was her wont, she began to talk to herself, coaxing themiracle. "It's happened before," she said. "It
can happenagain. Be patient, woman."

But the longer she sat, the stronger the sense of her ownludicrousness became. The image of her idiot
devotion ap?peared in her mind's eye. There she was, sitting on the bed, staring at a piece of dead stone:
a study in fatuity,

"Fool," she said to herself.

Suddenly weary of the whole fiasco, she got up from thebed. In that rising she realized her error. Her
mind's eyeshowed her the motion as if it was detached from her, hov?ering near the window. She felt a
sudden pang of panic andfor the second tune in the space of thirty seconds called her?self fool, not for
wasting time with the egg but for failing torealize that the image she'd taken as evidence of her ownfailure,
that of herself sitting waiting for something to hap?pen, was in fact proof that it had. Her sight had drifted
fromher so subtly she'd not even known it had gone.

"The cell," she said, instructing her subtle eye. "Showme the Goddess's cell.*'

Though it was close to the window, and could have flownfrom there, her eye instead rose at a sickening
speed, till shewas looking down at herself from the ceiling. She saw herbody rock below her, as the flight
giddied her. Then hersight descended. The top of her head loomed like a planet
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beneath her, and she was plunged into her skull, down,down into the darkness of her body. She felt her
own panicon all sides: the frantic labor of her heart, her lungs drawingshallow breaths. There was none of
the brightness she'dfound in Celestine's body, no hint of that luminous blue theGoddess had shared with
the stone. There was only thedark and its turmoil. She wanted to make the egg under?stand its mistake
and draw her mind's eye up out of this pit,but if her lips were making such pleas, which she doubted, they
were ignored, and her fall went on, and on, as thoughher sight h,ad become a fly speck in a well and
would fall forhours without reaching its bowels.

And then, below her, a tiny point of light, which grew asshe approached, to show itself not a point but a
strip of rip?pling luminescence, like the purest glyph imaginable. What was this doing inside her? Was it
some relic of the workingthat had created her, a fragment of Sartori's feit, like Gen?tle's signature hidden
in the brushwork of his forged can?vases? She was upon it now, or rather in it, its brightness ablaze that
made her mind's eye squint.

And out of the blaze, images. Such images! She knew neither their origins nor their purpose, but they
were ex?quisite enough to make her forgive the misdirection thathad led her here rather than to Celestine.
She seemed to bein a paradisiacal city, half overgrown with glorious flora, theprofusion of which was fed
by waters that rose like archesand colonnades on every side. Flocks of stars flew overheadand made
perfect circles at her zenith; mists hung at her an?kles, laying their veils beneath her feet to ease her step.
She passed through this city like a hallowed daughter and cameto rest in a large airy room, where water
cascaded in placeof doors, and the merest stab of sun brought rainbows.There she sat and with these
borrowed eyes saw her ownface and breasts, so vast they might have been sculpted for atemple, raised
above her. Did milk seep from her nipples,and did she sing a lullaby? She thought so; but her attention
strayed too quickly from breasts and face to be sure, hergaze turned towards the far end of the chamber.
Somebodyhad entered: a man, so wounded and ill-mended she didn't
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recognize him at first. It was only when he was almost uponher that she realized the company she kept.
It was Gentle,unshaven and badly fed, but greeting her with tears of joy in his eyes. If words were
exchanged she didn't hear them, buthe fell to his knees in front of her, and her gaze went be?tween his
upturned face and the monumental effigy behind her. It was not, after all, a thing of painted stone, but was
mnthis vision made of living flesh, moving, weeping, evenglancing down at the worshiper she was.

AH this was strange enough, but there was stranger stillto come, as she looked back towards Gentle
and saw himpluck from a hand too tiny to be hers the very stone that hadgiven her this dream. He took it
with gratitude, his tears fi?nally abating. Then he rose, and as he made his way back towards the liquid
door, the day beyond it blazed, and thescene was washed away in light.

She sensed that the enigma, whatever it signified, waspassing away, but she had no power to hold it. The
glyph inher core appeared before her, and she rose from it like adiver from some treasure the deep
would not relinquish, upthrough the dark and out into the place she'd left.

Nothing had changed in the room, but a sudden squallwas on the world outside, its torrent heavy enough
to drop asheet of water between the raised window and the sill. Shestood up, clutching the stone. The
journey had left her light?headed, however, and she knew if she tried to go to thekitchen and put some
food in her belly her legs would foldup beneath her, so she lay down and let the pillow have herhead
awhile.

3

She didn't think she slept, but it was as difficult to distin?guish between sleep and wakefulness as it had
been in Quai-soir's bed. The visions she'd seen in the darkness of her ownbelly were as insistent as some
prophetic dream and stayedwith her, the music of the rain a perfect accompaniment tothe memory. It was
only when the clouds moved on, taking
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their deluge south, and the sun appeared between the sod?den curtains, that sleep overcame her.

When she woke, it was to the sound of Gentle's key inthe lock. It was night, or close to it, and he
switched on the light in the adjacent room. She sat up and was about to callto him when she thought
better of it and, instead, watchedthrough the partially open door. She saw his face for only aninstant, but
the glimpse was enough to make her want himto come in to her with kisses. He didn't. Instead, he paced
back and forth next door, massaging his hands as thoughthey ached, working first at the fingers, then at
the palms.

Finally, she couldn't be patient any longer and got up, sleepily murmuring his name. He didn't hear her at
first,and she had to speak again before he realized it was beingcalled. Only then did he turn and put on a
smile for her.

"Still awake?" he said fondly. "You shouldn't havestayed up."

"Are you all right?"

"Yes. Yes, of course." He put his hands to his face. "Thisis a hard business, you know. I didn't expect it
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to be so diffi?cult."
"Do you want to tell me about it?"
"Some other tune," he said, approaching the door. Shetook his hands in hers. "What's this?" he said.

She was still holding the egg, but not for long. He had itfrom her palm with the ease of a pickpocket. She
wanted tosnatch it back, but she fought the instinct and let him studyhis prize.

"Pretty," he said. Then, less lightly: "Where did it comefrom?"

Why did she hesitate to answer? Because he looked soweary, and she didn't want to burden him with
new myster?ies when he had a surfeit of his own? It was that in part; butthere was another part that was
altogether less clear to her.Something to do with the fact that in her vision she'd seen him far more broken
that he was at present, wounded andwretched, and somehow that condition had to remain hersecret, at
least for a time.
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He put the egg to his nose and sniffed it. "I smell you,"he said.

"No...."

"Yes, I do. Where have you been keeping it?" He put hisempty hand between her legs. "In here?"

The thought was not so preposterous. Indeed she mightslip it into that pocket, when she had it back, and
enjoy itsweight.

"No?" he said. "Well, I'm sure it wishes you would. Ithink half the world would like to creep up there if it
could."He pressed his hand against her. "But it's mine, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"Nobody goes in there but me."

"No."

She answered mechanically, her thoughts as much on re?claiming the egg as on his proprietorial talk.
"Have you got anything we can get high on?" he said.

"I had some dope...."

"Where is it?"

"I think I smoked the last of it. I'm not sure. Do you wantme to look?"

"Yes, please."

She reached up for the egg, but before her fingers couldtake hold of it he put it to his lips.
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"I want to keep it," he said. "Sniff it for a while. Youdon't mind, do you?"
"I'd like it back."

"You'll have it back," he said, with a faint air of conde?scension, as though her possessiveness was
childish. "But I need a keepsake, something to remind me of you."

"TI'll give you some of my underwear," she said.
"[t's not quite the same."

He laid the egg against his tongue and turned it, coatingit in his spittle. She watched him, and he watched
her back.He knew damn well she wanted her toy, but she wasn'tgoing to stoop to begging him for it.

"Y ou mentioned dope," he said.

She went back into the bedroom, put on the lamp beside
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the bed, and searched through the top drawer of her dresserwhere she'd last stashed her marijuana.
"Where did you go today?" he asked her.

"I went to Oscar's house."

"Oscar?"

"Godolphin."

"And how's Oscar? Alive and kicking?"

"I can't find the dope. I must have smoked it all."

"You were telling me about Oscar."

"He's locked himself up in his house."

"Where does he live? Maybe I should call on him. Reas?sure him." *

"He won't see you. He won't see anybody. He thinks theworld's coming to an end."

"And what do you think?"

She shrugged. She was quietly raging at him, but shewasn't exactly sure why. He'd taken the egg for a
while, butthat wasn't a capital crime. If the stone afforded him a littleprotection, why should she be
covetous of it? She was beingpetty, and she wished she could be other, but without theheat of sex
shimmering between them he seemed crass. Itwas not a flaw she expected to find in him. Lord knows

she'd accused him of countless deficiencies in her time, buta lack of finesse had never been one of them.
If anything,he'd been too much the polished operator, discreet andsuave.
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"You were telling me about the end of the world," hesaid.
"Was [?"

"Did Oscar frighten you?"

"No. But I saw something that did."

She told him, briefly, about the bowl and its prophecies.He listened without comment, then said, "The
Fifth's tee?tering. We both know that. But it won't touch us."

She'd heard the same sentiments from Oscar, or nearenough. Both these men, wanting to offer her a
haven fromthe storm. She should have been flattered. Gentle looked athis watch.
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"T've got to go out again," he said, "You'll be safe here,won't you?"

"T'1l be fine."

"You should sleep. Make yourself strong. There's goingto be some dark times before it gets light again,
and we'regoing to find some of that darkness in each other. It's per?fectly natural. We're not angels, after
all." He chuckled."At least, you may be, but I'm not."

So saying, he pocketed the egg.

"Go back to bed," he said. "I'll be back in the morning.And don't worry, nothing's going to come near
you but me.I swear. I'm with you, Judith, all the time. And that's notlove talking."

With that, he smiled at her and headed off, leaving her towonder what indeed had been talking, if it
wasn't love.

II
I

"And who the fuck are you?" the filthy, bearded face de?manded of the stranger who'd had the
misfortune to stum?ble into its bleary sight.

The man he was questioning, whom he had by the neck,shook his head. Blood had run from a crown of
cuts andscrapes along his brow, where he'd earlier beaten his skullagainst a stone wall to try and silence
the din of voices thatechoed between his temples. It hadn't worked. There werestill too many names and
faces in there to be sorted out. The only way he could answer his interrogator was with thatshaking of his
head. Who was he? He didn't know.

"Well, get the fuck out of here," the man said.

There was a bottle of cheap wine in his hand, and itsstench, mingled with a deeper rot, on his breath. He
pushedhis victim against the concrete wall of this underpass andclosed upon him.
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"You can't sleep where you fuckin' want. If you want to
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lie down, you fuckin' ask me first. I say who sleeps here.Isn't that right?"

He swung his bloodshot eyes in the direction of the tribewho'd clambered from their beds of trash and
newspapersto watch their leader have his sport. There'd be blood, forcertain. There always was when
Tolland got riled, and forsome reason he was more riled by this trespasser than by others who'd laid
down their homeless heads without hispermission.

"Isn't that right?" he said again. "Trish? Tell him! Zsn 't that right?"

The man he'd addressed muttered something incoher?ent. The woman beside him, with a bead of hair
bleached tonear extinction but black at the roots, came within strikingdistance of Tolland—something

only a very few dared todo.

"That's right, Tolly," she said. "That's right." Shelooked at the victim without pity. "D'you think he's a
Jew-boy? He's got a Jew-boy's nose."

Tolland took down a throatful of wine. "Are you a fuc?kin' yid?" he said.
Someone in the crowd said they should strip him and see.The woman, who went by a number of names
but whomTolland called Carol when he fucked her, made to do justthat, but he aimed a blow at her and

she retreated.

"You get your fuckin' hands off him," Tolland said."He'll tell us, won't you, matey? You'll tell us. Are you
afuckin' yid or not?"

He took hold of the man by the lapel of his jacket.
"I'm waitin'," he said.
The victim dug for a word, and found: "... Gentle ..."

"Gentile?" Tolland said. "Yeah? You a Gentile? Well, Idon't give a fuck what you are! I don't want you
here."

The other nodded and tried to detach Tolland's fingers,but his captor hadn't finished. He slammed the
man against the wall, so hard the breath went out of him.

"[rish? Take the fuckin' bottle."

The Irishman claimed the bottle from Tolland's handsand stepped back to let him do his worst.
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"Don't kill him," the woman said,

"What the fuck do you care?" Tolland spat and deliv?ered two, three, four punches to the Gentile's solar
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plexus,followed by a knee jab to his groin. Pinned against the wallby his neck, the man could do little to
defend himself, buteven that little he failed to do, accepting the punishmenteven though tears of pain ran
from his eyes. He staredthrough them with a look of bewilderment on his face, small exclamations of pain
coming with every blow.

"He's a head case, Tolly," the Irishman said. "Look athim! He's a friggin' head case."

Tolland didn't glance the Irishman's way, or slow hisbeating, but delivered a new fusillade of punches.
The Gentile's body now hung limply from the pinion of his hand, theface above it blanker by the blow.

"You hear me, Tolly?" the Irishman said. "He's a nutter.He's not feeling it."

"You keep the fuck out of this."

"Why don't you leave him alone?"

"He's on my fuckin' patch," Tolland said.

He dragged the Gentile away from the wall and swunghim around. The small crowd backed off to give
their leaderroom to play. With Irish silenced, there were no objectionsraised from any quarter. Tolland
was left to beat the Gen?tile to the ground. Then he followed through with a barrageof kicks. His victim
put his hands around his head andcurled up to protect himself as best he could, whimpering.But Tolland
wasn't about to let the man's face go unbroken.He reached down and dragged the hands away, raising
hisboot to bring it down. Before he could do so, however, Tol-land's bottle hit the floor, spattering wine
as it smashed. Heturned on Irish.

"What the fuck d'you that for?"

"You shouldn't beat up head cases," the man replied, byhis tone already regretting the breakage.

"You goin' to stop me?"

"All Ilm Sayl'nl_"

"Are you goin' to try and fuckin' stop me?"

"He's not right in the head, Tolly."
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"So I'll kick some sense into him," Tolland replied.
He dropped his victim's arms, turning all his crazed at?tention on the dissenter.
"Or do you want to do it?" he said.
Irish shook his head.

"Go on," said Tolland. "You do it for me." He stepped over the Gentile in the Irishman's direction. "Go
on..." hesaid again. "Go on...."
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Irish began to retreat, Tolland bearing down on him. TheGentile had meanwhile turned himself over and
was start?ing to crawl away, blood running from his nose and from thewounds reopened on his brow.
Nobody moved to help him.When ToUand was roused, as now, his fury knew nobounds. Anyone who
stepped in his way—whether man,woman, or child—was forfeit. He broke bones and headswithout a
second thought; had ground a broken bottle into aman's eye once, not twenty yards from this spot, for
thecrime of looking at him too long. There wasn't a cardboard city north or south of the river where he
wasn't known, and prayers said in the hope that he'd not come visiting.

Before he could grab hold of Irish the man threw up hishands in defeat.

"All right, Tolly, all right," he said. "It was my mistake. Iswear, I'm sorry."

"You broke my fuckin* bottle."

"HI fetch you another. [ will. I'll do it now."

Irish had known Tolland longer than anyone else in this circle and was familiar with the rules of placation:
copiousapology, witnessed by as many of Tolland's tribe as possi?ble. It wasn't foolproof, but today it
worked.

"Will I be fetchin' you a bottle now?" Irish said.

"Get me two, you fuckin' scab."

"That's what I am, Tolly. I'm a scab."

"And one for Carol," Tolland said.

"Il do that"

Tolland leveled a grimy finger at Irish. "And don't youever try crossin' me again, or I'll have your fuckin'
balls."

With this promise made, ToUand turned back to his vic?tim. Seeing that the Gentile had already crawled
some dis-
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tance from him, he let out an incoherent roar of fury, andthose of the crowd who were standing within a
yard or twoof the path between him and his target retreated. Tollanddidn't hurry, but watched as the
wounded Gentile labori?ously got to his feet and began to make a staggering escapethrough the chaos of
boxes and strewn bedding.

Up ahead, a youth of sixteen or so was kneeling on theground, covering the concrete slabs underfoot
with designs in colored chalk, blowing the pastel dust off his handiworkas he went. Engrossed in his art
he'd ignored the beatingthat had claimed the attention of the others, but now heheard Tolland's voice
echoing through the underpass, call?ing his name.

"Monday, you fuckhead! Get hold of him!"
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The youth looked up. His hair was cropped to a darkfuzz, his skin pockmarked, his ears sticking out like
handles.His gaze was clear, however, despite the track marks thatdisfigured his arms, and it took him
only a second to realizehis dilemma. If he brought down the bleeding man, he'dcondemn him. If he didn't,
he'd condemn himself. To gain alittle time he feigned bafflement, cupping his hand behindhis ear as if he'd
missed Tolland's instruction.

"Stop him!" came the brute's command.

Monday started to get to his feet, murmuring, "Get thefuck out of here," to the escapee as he did so.
But the idiot had stumbled to a halt, his eyes fixed on thepicture Monday had been making. It was
filched from anewspaper photo of a starlet, wide-eyed, posing with akoala in her arms. Monday had
rendered the woman withloving accuracy, but the koala had become a patchworkbeast, with a single
burning eye in its brooding head.

"Didn't you hear me?" Monday said.

The man ignored him.

"It's your funeral," he said, rising now as Tolland ap?proached, pushing the man from the edge of his
picture."Go on," he said, "or he'll bust it iip! Get away!" Hepushed hard, but the man remained fixated.
"You're gettin'blood on it, dickhead!"
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Tolland yelled for Irish, and the man hurried to his side,eager to make good.
"What, Tolly?"
"Collar that fuckin' kid."

Irish was obedient and headed straight for Monday, tak?ing hold of the boy. Tolland, meanwhile, had
caught up withthe Gentile, who hadn't moved from his place on the edgeof the colored paving.

"Don't let him bleed on it!" Monday begged.

Tolland threw the youth a glance, then stepped onto the picture, scraping his boots over the carefully
worked face. Monday raised a moan of protest as he watched the brightchalk colons reduced to a
gray-brown dust.

"Don't, man, don't," he pleaded.

But his complaints only riled the vandal further. SeeingMonday's tobacco tin of chalks within reach of his
boot, Tolland went to scatter them, but Monday, dragging himselfout of Irish's grip, flung himself down to
preserve them. Tolland's kick landed in the boy's flank, and he was sentsprawling, rolled in chalk dust.
Tolland's heel booted the tinand its contents, then he came after its protector a secondtime. Monday

curled up, anticipating the blow. But it neverlanded. The Gentile's voice came between Tolland and his
intention.

"Don't do that," he said.
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Nobody had custody of him, and he could have made an?other attempt to escape while Tolland went
after Monday,but he was still at the edge of the picture, his gaze no longeron it but on its spoiler.

"What the fuck did you say?" Tolland's mouth openedlike a toothed wound in his matted beard.
"I'said: Don't ...do... that,"

Whatever pleasure Tolland had derived from this huntwas over now, and there wasn't one among the
spectators who didn't know it. The sport that would have ended withan ear bitten off or a few broken
ribs had become some?thing else entirely, and several of the crowd, having nostomach for what they
knew was coming, retired from theirplaces at the ringside. Even the hardiest of them backed
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away a few paces, their drugged, drunken, or simply addled minds dimly aware that something far worse
than bloodlet?ting was imminent.

Tolland turned on the Gentile, reaching into his jacket ashe did so. A knife emerged, its nine-inch blade
marked withnicks and scratches. At the sight of it, even Irish retreated. He'd seen Tolland's blade at
work only once before, but itwas enough.

There were no jabs or taunts now, just Tolland's drink-rotted bulk lurking towards his victim to bring the
mandown. The Gentile stepped back as the knife came, his eyesgoing to the designs underfoot. They
were like the picturesthat filled his head to overflowing; brightnesses that hadbeen smeared into gray dust.
But somewhere in the midst ofthat dust he remembered another place like this: a make?shift town, full of
filth and rage, where somebody or some?thing had come for his life as this man was coming, exceptthat
this other executioner had carried a fire in his head, toburn the flesh away, and all that he, the Gentile, had
ownedby way of defense was empty hands.

He raised them now. They were as marked as the knifethe executioner was carrying, their backs
bloodied from hisattempt to stem the flow from his nose. He uncurled them,as he'd done many times
before, drawing breath as he chose his right over his left and, without understanding why, put it to his
mouth.

The pneuma flew before Tolland had time to raise hisblade, hitting him on the shoulder with such force
he wasthrown to the ground. Shock took his voice away for severalseconds, then his hand went to his
gushing shoulder and heloosed a noise more shriek than roar. The few witnesseswho'd remained to
watch the killing were rooted to thespot, their eyes not on their fallen lord but on his deposer.Later, when
they told this story, they'd all describe whatthey'd seen in different ways. Some would talk of a knife
produced from hiding, used, and concealed again so fast theeye could barely catch it. Others of a bullet,
spat from be?tween the Gentile's teeth. But nobody doubted that some?thing remarkable had taken place
in these seconds. A
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wonder worker had appeared among them and laid the ty?rant Tolland low without even touching him.

The wounded man wasn't bested so easily, however.Though his blade had gone from his fingers (and
been sur?reptitiously swiped by Monday) he still had his tribe to de?fend him. He summoned them now,
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with wild screeches ofrage.

"See what he did? What are you fuckin' waitin' for? Take him!Take the fucker! No one does that to me!
Irish?Irish? Where the fuck are you? Somebody help me!"

It was the woman who came to his aid, but he pushed heraside.

"Where the fuck's Irish?"

"I'm here."

"Take hold of the bastard," Tolland said.

Irish didn't move.

"D'you hear me? He used some fuckin' Jew-boy trick onme! You saw him. Some yid trick, it was."

"I saw him," said Irish.

"He'll do it again! He'll do it to you!"

"I don't think he's goin' to do anything to anybody."

"Then break his fuckin' head."

"You can do it if you like," Irish said. *Tm not touchinghim."

Despite his wounding and his bulk, Tolland was up on hisfeet in seconds, and going at his sometime
lieutenant like abull, but the Gentile's hand was on his shoulder before hisfingers could get to the man's
throat. He stopped in histracks, and the spectators had sight of the day's second won?der: fear on
Tolland's face. There'd be no ambiguity in theirreports of this. When word went out across the city—as it
did within the hour, passed from one asylum Tolland hadspoiled with blood to another—the account,
though em?broidered in the telling, was at root the same. Drool had runfrom Tolland's mouth, it said, and
his face had got sweaty.Some said piss ran from the bottom of his trousers and filledhis boots.

"Let Irish alone," the Gentile told him. "In fact ...Iet usall alone."
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Tolland made no reply. He simply looked at the handlaid on him and seemed to shrink. It wasn't his
woundingthat made him so quiescent, or even fear of the Gentile at?tacking a second time. He'd
sustained injuries far worsethan the wound on his shoulder and simply been inflamedto fresh cruelties. It
was the touch he shrank from: the Gen? tile's hand laid lightly on his shoulder. He turned andbacked
away from his wounder, glancing from side to sideas he did so, in the hope that there would be

somebody tosupport him. But everyone, including Irish and Carol, gavehim a wide berth.

"You can't do this," he said when he'd put five yards be?tween himself and the Gentile. "I've got friends
all over! Il see you dead, fucker. I will. I'll see you dead!"

The Gentile simply turned his back on this and stooped to claim from the ground the scattered shards of
Monday'schalks. This casual gesture was in its way more eloquentthan any counter-threat or show of
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power, announcing as itdid his complete indifference to the other man's presence.Tolland stared at the
Gentile's bent back for several sec?onds, as if calculating the risk of mounting another attack.Then,
calculations made, he turned and fled.

"He's gone," said Monday, who was crouching besidethe Gentile and watching over his shoulder.
"Do you have any more of these?" the stranger said,rocking the colors in the cradle of his palm.
"No. But I can get some. Do you draw?"

The Gentile stood up. "Sometimes," he said.

"Do you copy stuff, like me?"

"I don't remember."

"[ can teach you, if you want."

"No," the Gentile replied. "I'll copy from my head." Helooked down at the crayons in his hand. "I can
empty it thatway."

"Could you be doin' with paint as well?" Irish asked, asthe Gentile's gaze went to the gray concrete all
aroundthem.

"You could get paint?"

IMAJICA 223
"Me and Carol here, we can get anything. Whatever youwant, Gentile, we'll get it for you."

"Then...I want all the colors you can find." "Is that all? You don't want something to drink?" But the
Gentile didn't reply. He was wandering towardsthe pillar against which Tolland had first pinned him and
was applying a color to it. The chalk'in his fingers was yel?low, and with it he began to draw the circle of
the sun.

2

When Jude woke it was almost noon: eleven hours or moresince Gentle had come home, relieved her of
the egg thathad brought her a glimpse of Nirvana, then headed outagain into the night. She felt sluggish
and pained by thelight. Even when she turned the hot water in her shower to atrickle and let it run near
cold, it failed to fully waken her.She toweled herself half dry and padded through to thekitchen naked.
The window was open there, and the breezebrought goose bumps. At least this was some sign of life, she
thought, negligible though it was.

She put on some coffee and the television, flipping thechannels from one banality to another, then letting
it burble along with the percolator while she dressed. The telephonerang while she was looking for her
second shoe. There was adin of traffic at the other end of the line, but no voice, andafter a couple of
seconds the line went dead. She put down the receiver and stayed by the phone, wondering if this was
Gentle trying to get through. Thirty seconds later the phonerang again. This time there was a speaker: a
man, whosevoice was barely more than a ragged whisper.
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"For Christ's sake ..."

"Who is this?"

"Oh, Judith ... God, God... Judith? ... It's Oscar...."

"Where are you?" she said. He was very clearly notlocked up in his house.
"They're dead, Judith."

"Who are?"

"Now it's me. Now it wants me."
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"I'm not getting this, Oscar. Who's dead?""Help me... you've got to help me.... Nowhere's safe.""Come
to the Hat then.""No ... you come here....""Where's here?"

"I'm at St. Martin-in-the-Fields. Do you know it?""What the hell are you doing there?""I'll be waiting
inside. But hurry. It's going to find me.It's going to find me."

The traffic around the square was locked, as was often thecase at noon, the breeze that had brought
gooseflesh anhour before too meek to disperse the fog of countless ex?hausts and the fumes of as many
frustrated drivers. Nor wasthe air inside the church any less stale, though it was pureozone beside the
smell of fear that came off the man sitting close to the altar, his thick hands knitted so tightly the boneof
his knuckles showed through the fat.

"I thought you said you weren't going to leave thehouse," she reminded him.

"Something came for me," Oscar said, his eyes wide. "Inthe middle of the night. It tried to get in, but it
couldn't. Then this morning—in broad daylight—I heard the .parrotskicking up a din, and the back door
was blown off itshinges."

"Did you see what it was?"

"Do you think I'd be here if I had? No; I was ready, after the first time. As soon as I heard the birds I
ran for the frontdoor. Then this terrible din, and all the lights went out...."

He divided his hands and took light hold of her arm.
"What am I going to do?" he said. "It'll find me, sooner or later. It's killed all the rest of them—"
"Who?"

"Haven't you seen the headlines? They're all dead. Lio?nel, McGann, Bloxham. Even the ladies. Shales
was in hisbed. Cut up in pieces in his own bed, I ask you, what kind ofcreature does that?"

"A quiet one."
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"How can you joke?"
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"T joke, you sweat. We deal with it the best way we knowhow." She sighed. "You're a better man than
this, Oscar.Y ou shouldn't be hiding away. There's work to do."

"Don't tell me about your damn Goddess, Judith. It's alost cause. The tower'll be rubble by now."

"If there's any help for us," she said, "it's there. I knowit. Come with me, won't you? I've seen you brave.
What'shappened to you?"

"I don't know," he said. "I wish I did. All these years I'vebeen crossing over to Yzordderrex, not giving a
damnwhere I put my nose, not caring whether I was at risk or not,as long as there were new sights to
see. It was anotherworld. Maybe another me, too."

"And here?"

He made a baffled face. "This is England," he said."Safe, rainy, boring England, where the cricket's bad
andthe beer's warm. This isn't supposed to be a dangerousplace."

"But it is, Oscar, whether we like it or not. There's adarkness here worse than anything in Yzordderrex.
And it'sgot your scent. There's no escaping that. It's coming afteryou. And me, for all I know."

"But why?"

"Maybe it thinks you can do it some harm."

"What can [ do? I don't know a damn thing."

"But we could learn," she said. "That way, if we're goingto die, at least it won't be in ignorance."

12

despite oscar's prediction,the Tabula Rasa's tower wasstill standing, any trace of distinction it might have
onceowned eroded by the sun, which blazed with noonday fer?vor at well past three. Its ferocity had
taken its toll on thetrees that shielded the tower from the road, leaving their leaves to hang like dishrags
from their branches. If therewere any birds taking cover in the foliage, they were too ex?hausted to sing.
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"When were you last here?" Oscar asked Jude as theydrove into the empty forecourt.

She told him about her encounter with Bloxham, squeez?ing the account for its humorous effect in the
hope of dis?tracting Oscar from his anxiety.

"I never much liked Bloxham," Oscar replied. "He wasso damn full of himself. Mind you, so were we
all...." Hisvoice trailed away, and with all the enthusiasm of a man ap?proaching the execution block, he
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got out of the car and ledher to the front door.

"There's no alarms ringing," he said. "If there's anybodyinside, they got in with a key."
He'd pulled a cluster of his own keys out of his pocketand selected one.

"Are you sure this is wise?" he asked her.

"Yes, I am."

Resigned to this insanity, he unlocked the door and, aftera moment's hesitation, headed inside. The foyer
was coldand gloomy, but the chill only served to make Jude brisk.

"How do we get down into the cellar?" she said.

"You want to go straight down there?" he replied."Shouldn't we check upstairs first? Somebody could
behere."

"Somebody is here, Oscar. She's in the cellar. You cancheck upstairs if you want to, but I'm going
down. The lesstime we waste the sooner we're out of here."

It was a persuasive argument, and he conceded to it witha little nod. He dutifully fished through the
bunch of keys asecond time and, having chosen one, went over to the far?thest and smallest of the three
closed doors ahead. Havingtaken his time selecting the right key, he now took even lon?ger to get it into
the lock and coax it into turning.

"How often have you been down there?" she asked himwhile he worked.

"Only twice," he replied. "It's a pretty grim place."

"I know," she reminded him.

"On the other hand, my father seemed to make quite ahabit of exploring down there. There's rules and
regula?tions, you know, about nobody looking through the library
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on their own, in case they're tempted by something theyread. I'm sure he flouted all that. Ah!" The key
turned."That's one of them!" He selected a second key and started on the other lock.

"Did your father talk to you about the cellar?" she askedhim.

"Once or twice. He knew more about the Dominionsthan he should have done. I think he even knew a
few feits. Ican't be sure. He was a cagey bugger. But at the end, whenhe was delirious, he'd mutter these
names. Patashoqua, 1 re?member. He repeated that over and over."

"Do you think he ever crossed into the Dominions?"

"I doubt it."
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"So you worked out how to do that on your own?"

"] found a few books down here and smuggled them out.It wasn't difficult to get the circle working.
Magic doesn'tdecay. It's about the only thing"—he paused, grunted,forced the key—"that doesn't." It
began to turn, but not allthe way. "I think Papa would have liked Patashoqua," hewent on. "But it was
only a name to him, poor sod."

"It'll be different after the Reconciliation," Jude said. "Iknow it's too late for him—"

"On the contrary," Oscar said, grimacing as he bulliedthe key. "From what I hear, the dead are just as
locked upas the rest of us. There's spirits everywhere, according toPeccable, ranting and raving."

"Even in here?"

"Especially in here," he said.

With that, the lock gave up its resistance, and the keyturned.

"There," he said. "Just like magic."

"Wonderful." She patted his back. "You're a genius."

He grinned at her. The dour, defeated man she'd foundsweating in the pews an hour ago had lightened
considera?bly now there was something to distract him from his death sentence. He withdrew the key
from the lock and turned thehandle. The door was stout and heavy, but it opened with?out much
resistance. He preceded her into the darkness.

"If I remember right," he said, "there's a light here.
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No?" He patted the wall to the side of the door. "Ah!Wait!"

A switch flipped, and a row of bare bulbs, strung from acable, illuminated the room. It was large,
wood-paneled,and austere.

"This is the one part of Roxborough's house still intact,besides the cellar." There was a plain oak table in
the mid?dle of the room, with several chairs around it, "This iswhere they met, apparently: the first Tabula
Rasa. And they kept meeting here, over the years, until the house wasdemolished."

"Which was when?"

"In the late twenties."

"So a hundred and fifty years of Godolphin bums sat onone of those seats?"

"That's right."

"Including Joshua."

"Presumably."
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"I wonder how many of them I knew?"
"Don't you remember?"

"I wish I did. I'm still waiting for the memories to comeback. In fact, I'm begining to wonder if they ever
will."

"Maybe you're repressing them for a reason?"

"Why? Because they're so appalling I can't face them?Because I acted like a whore; let myself be
passed around the table with the port, left to right? No, I don't think that'sit at all. I can't remember
because [ wasn't really living. Iwas sleepwalking, and nobody wanted to wake me."

She looked up at him, almost defying him to defend hisfamily's ownership of her. He said nothing, of
course. In?stead, he moved to the vast grate, ducking beneath the man?telpiece, selecting a third key as
he went. She heard him slotit in the lock and turn it, heard the motion of cogs and coun?terweights its
turning initiated, and, finally, heard the groan of the concealed door as it opened. He glanced back at her.

"Are you coming?" he said. "Be careful. The steps are steep."

The flight was not only steep but long. What little lightspilled from the room above dwindled after hahf a
dozen
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steps, and she descended twice that number in darknessbefore Oscar found a switch below, and lights
ran off along the labyrinth. A sense of triumph ran through her. She'd puther desire to find a way into this
underworld aside many times since the dream of the blue eye had brought her toCelestine's cell, but it
had never died. Now, finally, she wasgoing to walk where her dream sight h'ad gone, through thismine of
books with its seams to the ceiling, to the placewhere the Goddess lay.

"This is the single largest collection of sacred texts sincethe library at Alexandria," Oscar said, his
museum-guidetone a defense, she suspected, against the sense of momenthe shared with her. "There are
books here even the Vaticandoesn't know exist." He lowered his voice, as though theremight be other
browsers here that he'd disturb if he spoketoo loudly. "The night he died, Papa told me he found abook
here written by the Fourth King."

"The what?"

"There were three kings at Bethlehem, remember? Ac?cording to the Gospels. But the Gospels lied.
There werefour. They were looking for the Reconciler."

"Christ was a Reconciler?"
"So Papa said."
"And you believe that?"

"Papa had no reason to lie."

Page 175



"But the book, Oscar; the book could have lied."

"So could the Bible. Papa said this Magi wrote his storybecause he knew he'd been cut out of the
Gospels. It wasthis fellow named the Imajica. Wrote the word down in thisbook. There it was on the
page for the first time in history.Papa said he wept."

Jude surveyed the labyrinth that spread from the foot ofthe stairs with fresh respect. "Have you tried to
find thebook since?"

"I didn't need to. When Papa died I went in search of the real thing. I traveled back and forth as though
Christos hadsucceeded and the Fifth was reconciled. And there theywere, the Unbeheld's many
mansions."

And there, too, the most enigmatic player in this inter-
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Dominional drama: Hapexamendios. If Christos was aReconciler, did that make the Unbeheld Christos'
Father?Was the force in hiding behind the fogs of the First Domin?ion the Lord of Lords, and, if so, why
had He crushed everyGoddess across the Imajica, as legend said He had? Onequestion begged another,
all from a few claims made by aman who'd knelt at the Nativity. No wonder Roxboroughhad buried
these books alive.

"Do you know where your mystery woman's lurking?"Oscar said.

"Not really."

"Then we've got a hell of a search on our hands,"

"I remember there was a couple making love down here, near her cell. One of them was Bloxham."

"Dirty little bugger. So we should be looking for some stains on the floor, is that it? I suggest we split up,
or we'llbe here all summer."

They parted at the stairs and made their separate ways.Jude soon discovered how strangely sound
carried in thetunnels. Sometimes she could hear Godolphin's footstepsso clearly she thought he must be
following her. Then she'dturn a corner (or else he would) and the noise would notsimply fade but vanish
altogether, leaving only the pad other own soles on the cold stone to keep her company. Theywere
buried too deeply for even the remotest murmur fromthe street above to penetrate, nor was there any
suspicion ofsound from the earth around them: no hum of cables; nosluicing of drains.

She was several times tempted to pluck one of the tomes from its shelf, thinking perhaps serendipity
would put her inreach of the diary of the Fourth King. But she resisted,knowing that even if she had time
to browse here, which shedidn't, the volumes were written in the great languages oftheology and
philosophy: Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and San?skrit, all incomprehensible to her. As ever on this journey,
she'd have to beat a track to the truth by instinct and witalone. Nothing had been given to her to
illuminate the wayexcept the blue eye, and that was in Gentle's possessionnow. She'd reclaim it as soon
as she saw him again, give him
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something else as a talisman: the hair of her sex, if that'swhat he wanted. But not her egg; not her cool
blue egg.

Maybe it was these thoughts that ushered her to theplace where the lovers had stood; maybe it was that
same serendipity she'd hoped might lead her hand to the King'sbook. If so, this was a finer leading. Here
was the wall whereBloxham and his mistress had coupled; she knew it withouta trace of doubt. Here
were the shelves the woman hadclung to while her ridiculous beau had labored to fulfill her.Between the
books they bore, the mortar was tinged withthe faintest trace of blue. She didn't call Oscar but went to
the shelves and took down several armfuls of books, thenput her fingers to the stains. The wall was
bitterly cold, but the mortar crumbled beneath her touch, as though hersweat was sufficient agent to
unbind its elements. She wasshocked at what she'd caused, and gratified, retreating fromthe wall as the
message of dissolution spread with extraordi?nary rapidity. The mortar began to run from between the
bricks like the finest of sand, its trickle becoming a torrentin seconds.

"I'm here," she told the prisoner behind the wall. "Godknows, I've taken my time. But I'm here."

Oscar didn't catch Jude's words, not even the remotestecho. His attention had been claimed two or
three minutesbefore by a sound from overhead, and he'd climbed thestairs in pursuit of its source. He'd
disgraced his manhoodenough in the last few days, hiding himself away like afrightened widow, and the
thought that he might reclaimsome of the respect he'd lost in Jude's eyes by confrontingthe trespasser
above gave purpose to the chase. He'd armedhimself with a piece of timber he'd found at the bottom of
the stairs and was almost hoping as he went that his earsweren't playing tricks on him, and that there was
indeedsomething tangible up above. He was sick of being in fear ofrumors, and of pictures half glimpsed
in flying stones. Ifthere was something to see, he wanted to see it and eitherbe damned in the seeing or
cured of fear.

At the top of the stairs he hesitated. The light spilling
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through the door from Roxborough's room was moving,very slightly. He took his bludgeon in both hands
andstepped through the door. The room swung with the lights,the solid table and its solid chairs giddied
by the motion. Hesurveyed the room from corner to corner. Finding everyshadow empty, he moved
towards the door that led out intothe foyer, as delicately as his bulk allowed. The rocking ofthe lights
settled as he went, and they were still by the time he reached the door. As he stepped outside a perfume
caught his nostrils, as sweet as the sudden, sharp pain in hisside was sour. He tried to turn but his
attacker dug a secondtime. The timber went from his hand, and a shout camefrom his lips....

"Oscar?"

She didn't want to leave the wall of Celestine's cell whenit was undoing itself with such gusto—the bricks
were drop?ping onto each other as the mortar between them decayed,and the shelves were creaking,
ready to fall—but Oscar'sshout demanded her attention. She headed back throughthe maze, the sound of
the wall's capitulation echoingthrough the passageways, confounding her. But she found her way back to
the stairs after a time, yelling for Oscar asshe went. There was no reply from the library itself, so she
decided to climb back up into the meeting room. That toowas silent and empty, as was the foyer when
she got to it, theonly sign that Oscar had passed through a block of woodlying close to the door. What
the hell was he up to? Shewent out to see if he'd returned to the car for some reason,but there was no
sign of him in the sun, which narrowed theoptions to one: the tower above.
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Irritated, but a little anxious now, she looked towards theopen door that led back into the cellar, torn
between re?turning to welcome Celestine and following Oscar up thetower. A man of his bulk was
perfectly capable of defendinghimself, she reasoned, but she couldn't help but feel some residue of
responsibility, given that she'd cajoled him intocoming here in the first place.

One of the doors looked to be a lift, but when she ap-
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preached she heard the hum of its motor in action, so rather than wait she went to the stairs and began to
climb. Thoughthe flight was in darkness, she didn't let that slow her butmounted the stairs three and four
at a time until shereached the door that led out onto the top floor. As she groped for the handle she heard
a voice from the suitebeyond. The words were indecipherable, but the voicesounded cultivated, almost
clipped. Had one of the TabulaRasa survived after all? Bloxham, perhaps, the Casanova ofthe cellar?

She pushed the door open. It was brighter on the otherside, though not by that much. All the rooms
along the cor?ridor were murky pits, their drapes drawn. But the voice ledher on through the gloom
towards a pair of doors, one ofwhich was ajar. A light was burning on the other side. Sheapproached
with caution, the carpet underfoot lush enough to silence her tread. Even when the speaker broke off
fromhis monologue for a few moments she continued to ad?vance, reaching the suite without a sound.
There was little purpose in delay, she thought, once she was at the thresh?old. Without a word, she
pushed open the door.

There was a table in the room, and on it lay Oscar, in adouble pool: one of light, the other of blood. She
didn'tscream, or even sicken, even though he was laid open like apatient in mid-surgery. Her thoughts
flew past the horror tothe man and his agonies. He was alive. She could see hisheart beating like a fish in
a red pool, gasping its last.

The surgeon's knife had been cast onto the table besidehim, and its owner, who was presently concealed
byshadow, said, "There you are. Come in, why don't you?Come in." He put his hands, which were clean,
on the table."It's only me, lovey."

"Dowd...."

"Ah! To be remembered. It seems such a little thing,doesn't it? But it's not. Really, it's not."

The old theatricality was still in his manner, but the mel?lifluous quality had gone from his voice. He
sounded, andindeed looked, like a parody of himself, his face a maskcarved by a hack.
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"Do join us, lovey," he said. "We're in this together,after all."

Startled as she was to see him (though hadn't Oscarwarned her that his type was difficult to kill?) she
didn't feelintimidated by him. She'd seen his tricks and deceits andperformances; she'd seen him hanging

over an abyss, beg?ging for life. He was ridiculous.

"I wouldn't touch Godolphin, by the way," he said.
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She ignored the advice and went to the table.

"His life's hanging by a thread," Dowd went on. "If he'smoved, I swear his innards will just drop out. My
advice is let him lie. Enjoy the moment."

"Enjoy?"she said, the revulsion she felt surfacing,though she knew it was exactly what the bastard
wanted tohear.

"Not so loud, sweetie," Dowd said, as if pained by hervolume. "You'll wake the baby." He chuckled.
"He is ababy, really, compared to us. Such a little life...."

"Why did you do this?"

"Where do I begin? With the petty reasons? No. With the big one. I did it to be free." He leaned in
towards her,his face a chiaroscuro jigsaw beneath the lamp. "When hebreathes his last, lovey—which'H
be very soon now—that'sthe end of the Godolphins. When he's gone, we're in thrallto nobody."

"You were free in Yzordderrex."

"No. On a long leash, maybe, but never free. I felt hisdesires, I felt his discomforts. A little part of me
knew Ishould be at home with him, making his tea and drying be?tween his toes. In my heart, I was still
his slave." He lookedat the body again. "It seems almost miraculous, how hemanages to linger."

He reached for the knife.

"Leave him!" she snapped, and he retreated with sur?prising alacrity.

She leaned towards Oscar, afraid to touch him for fear ofshocking his traumatized system further and
stopping it. There were tics in his face, and his white lips were full oftiny tremors.
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"Oscar?" she murmured. "Can you hear me?"

"Oh, look at you, lovey," Dowd cooed. "Getting all doe-eyed over him. Remember how he used you.
How he op? pressedyou."”

She leaned closer to Oscar and said his name again.
"He never loved either of us," Dowd went on. "We werehis goods and chattels. Part of his..."
Oscar's eyes flickered open.

". .. inheritance," Dowd said, but the word was barelyaudible. As the eyes opened, Dowd retreated a
second step,covering himself in shadow.

Oscar's white lips shaped the syllables of Judith's name,but there was no sound to accompany the
motion.

"Oh, God," she murmured, "can you hear me? I wantyou to know this wasn't all for nothing. I found her.
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Do youunderstand? I found her."

Oscar made a tiny nod, then, with agonizing delicacy, ranhis tongue over his lips and drew enough breath
to say, "ltwasn't true...."

She caught the words, but not their sense. "What wasn't true?" she said.

He licked again, his face knotting up with the effortof speech. This time there was only one word:
"Inheri?tance. ..."

"Not an inheritance?" she said. "I know that."

He made the very tiniest smile, his gaze going over her face from brow to cheek, from cheek to lips, then
back toher eyes, meeting them unabashed.

"[... loved ... you," he said.
"I know that too," she whispered.

Then his gaze lost its clarity. His heart stopped beating in its bloody pool; the knots on his face slipped
with its cessa?tion. He was gone. The last of the Godolphins, dead on theTabula Rasa's table.

She stood upright, staring at the cadaver, though it dis?tressed her to do so. If she was ever tempted to
toy withdarkness, let this sight be a scourge to that temptation. There was nothing poetic or noble in this
scene, only waste.

"So there it is," Dowd said. "Funny. I don't feel any dif-
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ferent. It may take time, of course. I suppose freedom has tobe learned, like anything else." She could
hear desperationbeneath this babble, barely concealed. He was in pain."Y ou should know something," he
said.

"I don't want to hear."

"No, listen, lovey, I want you to know....He did exactlythis to me, on this very table. He gutted me in
front of theSociety. Maybe it's a petty thing, wanting revenge, but then I'm just an actor chappie. What
do [ know?"

"You killed them all for that?"

"WhO?H

"The Society."

"No, not yet. But I'll get to them. For us both."

"You're too late. They're already dead."

This hushed him for fully fifteen seconds. When hebegan again, it was more chatter, as empty as the
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silence hewanted to fill.

"It was that damn purge, you know; they made them?selves too many enemies. There's going to be a lot
of minorMaestros crawling out of the woodwork in the next fewdays. It's quite an anniversary, isn't it?
I'm going to getstinking drunk. What about you? How will you celebrate,alone or with friends? This
woman you found, for instance.Is she the partying type?"

Jude silently cursed her indiscretion.

"Who is she?" Dowd went on. "Don't tell me Clara had a sister." He laughed. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't
laugh, but she was crazy as a coot; you must see that now. She didn't un?derstand you. Nobody
understands you but me, lovey, and Iunderstand you—""'

" because we're the same."

"Exactly. We don't belong to anybody any more. We'reour own inventions. We'll do what we want,
when we want,and we won't give a fuck for the consequences."

"Is that freedom?" she said flatly, finally taking her eyesoff Oscar and looking up at Dowd's misshapen
form.

"Don't try and tell me you don't want it," Dowd said."I'm not asking you to love me for this, I'm not that
stupid,but at least admit it was just. "
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"Why didn't you murder him in his bed years ago?"

"I wasn't strong enough. Oh, I realize I may not radiatehealth and efficiency just at the moment, but I've
changed alot since we last met. I've been down among the dead. It wasvery ... educational. And while I
was down there, it beganto rain. Such a hard rain, lovey, let me tell you. I never saw its like before. You
want to see what fell on me?"

He pulled up his sleeve and put his arm into the pool of light. Here was the reason for his lumpen
appearance. Hisarm, and presumably his entire body, was a patchwork, withthe flesh half sealed over
fragments of stone which he'd slidinto his wounds. She instantly recognized the iridescencethat ran in the
fragments, lending their glamour to hiswretched meat. The rain that had fallen on his head was the
sloughings of the Pivot.

"You know what it is, don't you?"

She hated the ease with which he read her face, but therewas no use denying what she knew.

"Yes, I do," she said. "I was in the tower when it startedto collapse."

"What a Godsend, eh? It makes me slow, of course, car?rying this kind of weight, but after today I
won't be fetching and carrying, so what do I care if it takes me half an hour tocross the room? I've got

power in me, lovey, and I don'tmind sharing—"

He stopped and withdrew his arm from the light.
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"What was that?"
She'd heard nothing, but she did now: a distant rumblingfrom below.

"Whatever were you up to down there? Not destroyingthe library, I hope. I wanted that satisfaction for
myself. Oh,dear. Well, there'll be plenty of other chances to play thebarbarian. It's in the air, don't you
think?"

Jude's thoughts went to Celestine. Dowd was perfectlycapable of doing her harm. She had to go back
down andwarn the Goddess, perhaps find some means of defense. Inthe meantime, she'd play along.

"Where will you go after this?" she asked Dowd, lighten?ing her tone as best she could.
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"Back to Regent's Park Road, I thought. We can sleep in our master's bed. Oh, what am I saying?
Please don't think Iwant your body. I know the rest of the world thinksheaven's in your lap, but I've been
celibate for two hundredyears and I've completely lost the urge. We can live asbrother and sister, can't
we? That doesn't sound so bad,now, does it?"

"No," she said, fighting the urge to spit her disgust in hisface. "No, it doesn't."

"Well, look, why don't you wait for me downstairs? I'vegot a bit of business left to do here. Rituals have
to be ob?served."

"Whatever you say," she replied.

She left him to his farewells, whatever they were, andheaded back to the stairs. The rumbling that had
caught hisattention had ceased, but she hurried down the concreteflight with high hopes. The cell was
open, she knew it. In amatter of moments she'd set her eyes on the Goddess and,perhaps as importantly,
Celestine would set her eyes onJude. In one sense, what Dowd had expressed above wastrue. With
Oscar dead, she was indeed free from the curseof her creation. It was tune to know herself and be
known.

As she walked through the remaining room of Rox-borough's house and started down the stairs into the
cellar,she sensed the change that had come over the maze below.She didn't have to search for the cell;
the energy in the airmoved like an invisible tide, carrying her towards its source.And there it was, in front
of her: the cell wall a heap ofsplinters and rubble, the gap its collapse had made rising tothe ceiling. The
dissolution she'd initiated was still going on. Even as she approached, further bricks fell away, their mor?
tar turned to dust. She braved the fall, clambering up overthe wreckage to peer into the cell. It was dark
inside, but her eyes soon found the mummified form of the prisoner, lyingin the dirt.

There was no movement in the body whatsoever. Shewent to it and fell to her knees to tear at the fine

threadsthat Roxborough or his agents had bound Celestine with. They were too tough for her fingers, so
she went at them
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with her teeth. The threads were bitter, but her teeth weresharp, and once one succumbed to her bites
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others quicklyfollowed. A tremor passed through the body, as if the cap?tive sensed liberation. As with
the bricks, the message of unmaking was contagious, and she'd only snapped half adozen of the threads
when they began to stretch and breakof their own volition, aided by the motion of the bodythey'd bound.
Her cheek was stung by the flight of one, andshe was obliged to retreat as the unfettering spread, the
threads describing sinuous motions as they broke, their sev?ered ends bright.

The trdmors in Celestine's body were now convulsions,growing as the ambition of the threads increased.
Theyweren't simply flying wildly, Jude realized; they were reach?ing out in all directions, up towards the
ceiling of the celland to its walls. Stung by them once, the only way she couldavoid further contact was by
backing away to the holethrough which she'd come and then out, stumbling over therubble.

As she emerged she heard Dowd's voice, somewhere inthe labyrinth behind her. "What have you been
doing,lovey?"

She wasn't quite sure, was the truth. Though she'd beenthe initiator of this unbinding, she wasn't its
mistress. Thecords had an urgency of their own, and whether it wasCelestine who moved them, or
Roxborough who'd plaitedinto them the instruction to destroy anyone who came seek?ing his prisoner's
release, they were not about to be pla?cated or contained. Some were snatching at the edge of thehole,
dragging away more of the bricks. Others, demon?strating an elasticity she hadn't expected, were nosing
overthe rubble, turning over stones and books as they advanced.

"Oh, my Lord," she heard Dowd say, and turned to seehim standing in the passageway half a dozen
yards behindher, with his surgeon's knife in one hand and a bloody hand?kerchief in the other.

This was the first sight she had of him head to foot, andthe burden of Pivot shards he carried was
apparent. Helooked utterly maladroit, his shoulders mismatched and his
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left leg turned inward, as though a shattered bone had beenbadly set.

"What's in there?" he said, hobbling towards her. "Isthis your friend?"

"I suggest you keep your distance," she said.

He ignored her. "Did Roxborough wall something up?Look at those things! Is it an Oviate?"
"No."

"What then? Godolphin never told me about this."

"He didn't know."

"But you did?" he said, glancing back at her as he ad?vanced to study the cords, which were emerging
all the time."I'm impressed. We've both kept our little secrets, haven'twe?"

One of the cords reared suddenly from the rubble, andhe jumped back, the handkerchief dropping from
his hand.It unfolded as it fell, and the piece of Oscar's flesh Dowdhad wrapped in it landed in the dirt. It

was vestigial, but she knew it well enough. He'd cut off the curiosity and carried itaway as a keepsake.

She let out a moan of disgust. Dowd started to stoop topick it up, but her rage—which she'd concealed
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for Celes-tine's sake—erupted.

"You scumbag!" she said, and went at him with bothhands raised above her head, locked into a single
fist.

He was heavy with shards and couldn't rise fast enoughto avoid her blow. She struck the back of his
neck, a cloutthat probably hurt her more than him, but unbalanced abody already too asymmetrical for its
own good. He stum?bled, prey to gravity, and sprawled in the rubble. He knewhis indignity, and it
enraged him.

"Stupid cow!" he said. "Stupid, sentimental cow! Pick it up! Go on, pick it up! Have it if you want to."
"I don't want it."

"No, I insist It's a gift, brother to sister."

"I'm not your sister! I never was and I never will be!"

Mites were appearing from his mouth as he lay on therubble, some of them grown fat as cockroaches on
thepower he carried in his skin. Whether they were for her ben-
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efit or to protect him against the presence in the wall she didn't know, but seeing them she took a step
away fromhim.

"I'm going to forgive you this," he said, all magnanimity."Y ou're overwrought, I know." He raised his
arm. "Helpme up," he said. "Tell me you're sorry, and it's forgotten."

"I loathe everything you are," she said.

Despite the mites, it was self-preservation that made herspeak, not courage. This was a place of power.
The truthwould serve her better here than a lie, however politic.

He withdrew his arm and started to haul himself up. Ashe did so she took two steps forward and,
picking up thebloodied handkerchief, claimed with it the last of Oscar. As she stoofl up again, almost
guilty at what she'd done, she caught sight of a motion in the wall. A pale form had ap?peared against the
darkness of the cell, as ripe and rounded a form as the wall that framed it was ragged. Celestine was
floating, or rather was borne up as Quaisoir had been borne up, on ribbons of flesh, the filaments that had
once smoth?ered her clinging to her limbs like the remnants of a coatand draped around her head as a
living hood. The face be? neath was delicately boned, but severe, and what beauty it might have
possessed was spoiled by the dementia that burned in it. Dowd was still in the process of rising and
turned to follow Jude's astonished gaze. When he set eyeson the apparition his body failed him, and he
fell back onto the rubble, belly down. From his mite-spawning mouthcame one terrified word.

"Celestine?"
The woman had approached the limits of her cell andnow raised her hands to touch the bricks that had

sealed herin for so long. Though she merely brushed them, theyseemed to flee her fingers, tumbling down
to join the rest,There was ample room for her to emerge, but she hung backand spoke from the
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shadows, her pupils flicking back andforth maniacally, her lips curling back from her teeth asthough in
rehearsal for some ghastly revelation. Shematched Dowd's single utterance with a word of her own:
"Dowd."
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"Yes ..." he murmured, "it's me,"So he'd been honest in some part of his biography atleast, Jude thought.
She knew him, just as he'd claimed toknow her.

"Who did this to you?" he said.

"Why ask me," Celestine said, "when you were part ofthe plot?" In her voice was the same mingling of
lunacy andcomposure her body exhibited, her mellifluous tones ac?companied by a fluttering that was
almost a second voice,speaking in tandem with the first.

"I didn't know, I swear," Dowd said. He craned hisheavy head to appeal to Jude. "Tell her," he said.

Celestine's oscillating gaze rose to Jude. "You?" shesaid. "Did you conspire against me?"

"No," Jude said. "I'm the one who freed you."

"T freed myself."

"But I began it," Jude said.

"Come closer. Let me see you better."

Jude hesitated to approach, with Dowd's face still a nestof mites. But Celestine made her demand again,
and Judeobeyed. The woman raised her head as she approached,turning it this way and that, perhaps to
coax her torpid mus?cles back into life.

"Are you Roxborough's woman?" she said.

"No."

"That's close enough," she told Jude. "Who's then?Which one of them do you belong to?"

"I don't belong to any of them," Jude said. "They're all dead."

"Even Roxborough?"

"He's been gone two hundred years."

At last the eyes stopped flickering, and their stillness,now it came, was more distressing than their
motion. Shehad a gaze that could slice steel.

"Two hundred years," she said. It wasn't a question, itwas an accusation. And it wasn't Jude she was
accusing, itwas Dowd. "Why didn't you come for me?"

"I thought you were dead and gone," he told her.
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"Dead? No. That would have been a kindness. I bore Hischild. I raised it for a time. You knew this."
"How could I? It was none of my business."

"You made me your business," she said. "The day youtook me from my life and gave me to God. I
didn't ask for that, and I didn't want it—"

"I was just a servant."

"Dog,more like. Who's got your leash now? Thiswoman?"
"I serve nobody."

"Good. Then you can serve me."

"Don't trust him," Jude said.

"Who, would you prefer I trust?" Celestine replied, notdeigning to look at Jude. "You? I don't think so.
You've got blood on your hands, and you smell of coitus."

These last words were tinged with such disgust Judecouldn't stem her retort. "You wouldn't be awake if
Thadn't found you."

"Consider your freedom to go from this place mythanks," Celestine replied. "You wouldn't wish to know
mycompany for very long."

Jude didn't find that difficult to believe. After all themonths she'd waited for this meeting, there were no
revela?tions to be had here: only Celestine's insanity and the ice ofther rage.

Dowd, meanwhile, was getting to his feet. As he did so,one of the woman's ribbons unfurled itself from
the shad?ows and reached towards him. Despite his earlier protests,he made no attempt to avoid it. A
suspicious air of humilityhad come over him. Not only did he put up no resistance, heactually proffered
his hands to Celestine for binding, plac?ing them pulse to pulse. She didn't scorn his offer. The rib?bon of
her flesh wrapped itself around his wrists, thentightened, tugging at him to haul him up the incline of brick.

"Be careful," Jude warned her. "He's stronger than helooks."

"It's all stolen." Celestine replied, "His tricks, his deco?rums, his power. None of it belongs to him. He's
an actor.Aren't you?"
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As if in acquiescence, Dowd bowed his head. But as hedid so he dug his heels into the rubble and
refused to bedrawn any further. Jude started to voice a second warning;but before it was out of her
mouth, his fingers closed aroundthe flesh and pulled hard. Caught unawares, Celestine wasdragged
against the raw edge of the hole, and before therest of her filaments could come to her aid Dowd had
raisedhis wrists above his head and casually snapped the flesh thatbound them. Celestine let out a howl of
pain and retreatedinto the sanctuary of her cell, trailing the severed ribbon.
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Dowd gave her no respite, however, but went in instantpursuit, yelling to her as he shambled up over the
heapedrubble, "I'm not your slave! I'm not your dog! And you'reno fucking Goddess! You're a whore!"

Then he was gone into the darkness of the cell, roaring.Jude ventured a few steps closer to the hole, but
the com?batants had retreated into its recesses, and she saw nothing of their struggle. She heard it,
however: the hiss of breathsexpelled in pain; the sound of bodies pitched against thestone. The walls
shook, and books all along the passagewaywere thrown from their shelves, the tide of power snatching
loose sheets and pamphlets up into the air like birds in ahurricane, leaving the heavier tomes to thrash on
theground, broken-backed.

And then, suddenly, it was over. The commotion in thecell ceased utterly, and there were several
seconds of mo?tionless hush, broken by a moan and the sight of a handreaching out of the murk to clutch
at the broken wall. A mo?ment later Dowd stumbled into view, his other handclamped to his face.
Though the shards he carried were powerful, the flesh they were seated in was weak, andCelestine had
exploited that frailty with the efficiency of awarrior. Half his face was missing, stripped to the bone, and
his body was more unknitted than the corpse he'd left onthe table above: his abdomen gaping, his limbs
battered.

He fell as he emerged. Rather than attempting to get tohis feet—which she doubted he was capable of
doing—he crawled over the rubble like a blind man, his hands feelingout the wreckage ahead. Sobs
came from him now and then,
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and whimpers, but the effort of escape was quickly consum?ing what little strength he had, and before he
reached clearground his noises gave out. So, a little time after, did he. Hisarms folded beneath him, and
he collapsed, face to thefloor, surrounded by twitching books.

Jude watched his body for a count of ten, then movedback towards the cell. As she came within two
yards of his body, she saw a motion and froze in her tracks. There waslife in him still, though it wasn't his.
The mites were exiting his open mouth, like fleas hastening from a cooling host. They came from his
nostrils, too, and from his ears. Withouthis will t6 direct them they were probably harmless, but she
wasn't going to test that notion. She stepped as wide ofthem as she could, taking an indirect route up
over the rub?ble to the threshold of Celestine's asylum.

The shadows were much thickened by the dust thatdanced in the air, an aftermath of the forces that had
beenunleashed inside. But Celestine was visible, lying crookedlyagainst the far wall. He'd done her harm,
no doubt of that. Her pale skin was seared and ruptured at thigh, flank, andshoulder. Roxborough's
purgative zeal still had some juris?diction in his tower, Jude thought. She'd seen three apos? tates laid low
in the space of an hour one above and twobelow:

Of them all, his prisoner Celestine seemed to have suf?fered least. Wounded though she was, she still
had the willto turn her fierce eyes in Jude's direc