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Part One:
Charity Starbridge

T hereisafrescointhe prince slibrary whereit isall set out: the Sun painted on the black background

of deep space, while around it spinsthe whed of Earth’ smgjestic orbit. And the rim of the whed ismade
of numbers, tiny calculations of painted gold, for in those days the length of the year was amatter of
dogma. Knowing it to be alie, the bishop’ s astronomers had put the figure down as eighty thousand days
precisely. They werein love with avison of celestia harmony: four seasons of twenty thousand days,
twenty phases of athousand days each, ten months of a hundred days, ten weeks of ten, twenty hours of
ahundred minutes each. The artist has painted a portrait of the bishop, enthroned within the circle of the



Earth. In her hand she holds asilver sword. It is composed of numbers, the magica equation 1 X 10 X
10X 10X 20 X 4 = 1. Under her feet writhe demons and heretics, arbitrary and conflicting figures
issuing from their mouths.

Closer in around the Sun and farther out in space, the nine planets of hell pursue their separate
ways—tight, fiery circlesand long, cold elipses. Each is decorated with scenes of soulsin torment. Men
freezeinicy prisonsor burn like torches; they burst gpart or weigh athousand pounds, depending on the
differing effects of temperature and atmosphere. And beneath each planet the artist has depicted the
kinds of criminals who inhabit it. Under Bagui Minor, for example, he has painted a seascape, astorm
raging on aseaof liquid helium. Almost overwhelmed by the waves, araft bresks through a cloud of
spray. Clutched to the deck, miserable men and women huddle together for warmth, amurderer, atailor,
aparaytic, asmuggler, ahomosexua, aman with yellow hair. Each carries, cut into hisforehead or the
muscle of hisupper arm, the symbol of hisvice.

In temporary orbit around Mega Prime moves Paradise, the source of life, acaptive planet among the
terrors of the solar system. Itstowers and lakes and shining palaces are painted with akind of wistful
brilliance, and its complicated path among the planetsis traced with ribbons of gold. Smallest of al the
planets, it isaso the greatest, painted asif lit from within, surrounded by halos of luminescence which
spread out into darkest space. Angels and demons cavort in its upper atmosphere, and on the topmost
tower of the brightest palace sits Angkhdt, dog-headed prophet of God, enthroned on adais, surrounded
by companies of the blessed, his mouth contorted in adog-like scowl. He has opened his hand and
released abird into the air, afacon bearing alantern inits claws, setting itswings over the wide abyss
towards Earth.

Thefacon flies over arecumbent figure, adeeping giant painted on an empty section of thewall. The
bones of hisforehead have been stripped away, and within the caverns of his brain sit convocations of
God' s priests, holding the synapses of his system in their ancient, spotted hands.

The giant is symbolic of the body of the state. Along his shoulders Sit regiments of Starbridges—judges,
princes, generds, financiers, al in gorgeous uniforms. Lower down, craftsmen and artisans crouch among
the giant’ s hands, the pennants of their guilds sprouting from hisfingers. Along the passages of hisentrails
dog tradesmen and merchantsin shit-colored robes, dragging enormous packages on dedges. Soldiers
camp upon histhighs. And on hislegs and feet squat crowds of men and women dressed in yellow rags,
working people, daves.

Y et even these are not the lowest. For the giant has relieved himself before going to deep. A pile of
excrement smokes near hisfeet, and in it squirm heretics and atheists painted in the shape of
maggots—antinomials, adventists, cannibals, carnivores, and a dozen others, the marks of their heresies
branded on their backs.

In the days when the fresco wasfirst painted, men believed in miracles. When Paradise wasin rotation
closeto Earth, people could see with the naked eye what |ooked like sparks and streamers faling out
from its bright surface into space. They believed there was aspark of divinity burning in the hearts of
men. They believed that from his companies of angels God had exiled some for punishment on Earth.
And when a child was born in those days, a priest would come to cast its horoscope and pattern its
tattoos. Hewould listen to its crying. For then, in the language of the newborn, the fallen angel in the heart
of every child would describe the sinsthat had pulled it down, given it flesh and blood, molded its young
bones. And some babies were arrested right away and beaten or condemned to prison. Others, less
perverse, were permitted to learn trades. But most were condemned in their cradlesto lifetimes of |abor.
For God marked the most sinful with certain Signs. They were born into poor families, or their limbswere
crooked, or their eyeswere green.

The fresco’ s border is decorated with scenes from the life of the Beloved Angkhdt, painted in exquisite



detail. In those days every citizen of Charn could recite the story of how the prophet |eft hiswife and
family to set out on hisjourney through the stars. He divided his goods among hisfriends: to Cosro
Starbridge, hisgun. To Nestrim Starbridge, his money and his books. To Bartek Starbridge, his livestock
and hisplow. Inthisway he divided dl the earth. And at the time the fresco wasfirst painted, in the early
phases of spring, 00016, in the city of Charn, the descendants of these men held sovereign power. They
were the priests and the administrators. They owned every bird and every stone, for their power wasin
trust from God. They were the wardens of the prison world.

Parts of the fresco are so complicated, they require amagnifying glass to decipher. Standing in her
brother’ slibrary, the princess peered at it doubtfully. There was a crack in the wall under the image of
the Sun, atiny imperfection in the plaster. She reached out to rub it with her thumb, and then she turned

avay.

Outsde her tower window the city stretched away into the rain and the dark night. She stood staring
towardsthe east. There, dill far away, her brother’ sfire turned the intervening houses into jagged
slhouettes, lit from behind by green and silver flares, and the deep red burning. Closer in, theriver had
risen through the lowest dums and spread into alake five miles around, drowning the miserable streets,
making idands out of the highest buildings, the prisons and the temples. Neon steeples and gilded domes
rose up above thewater’ sinky surface. From timeto time, fat boats full of lamplight would glide between
them, carrying priests and soldiers on unknown errands.

She stood at the window of her brother’ slibrary on the thirty-seventh floor. Benegath her, throngs of
people seethed around the first gates of the Mountain of Redemption, the monstrous prison at the city’s
heart. Horse soldiers with whips had kept the mgjor streets clear, but there weren't enough of them to do
more than that. Looking down from her tower window, Charity Starbridge could see where an entire
shanty-town had sprung up around the gate, cardboard boxes and plywood shelters, and people Sitting
around bonfires dressed in urine-colored rags. Displaced by fire and flood, paupers had come from dl
over the city to gather at the mountain’ s base, to chant the names of rage, to recite in unison the fourteen
reasons for despair. Some squatted in the mud or huddled under umbrellas, cowed to silence by the
constant rain, but others swarmed againgt the barricades, shaking their skinny fists and shouting. Here
and therein the crowd, men had erected symbols of revolt: a huge chamber pot made out of
papier-méché, dog-headed effigies of the prince of Caadon, inflated phalluses astall as men. Someone
had made wings and atail and a huge beak for himsalf out of red cardboard, and he danced on abox
above the crowd, ared bird of adventism. Elsewhere, rebd preachers gesticulated and prayed,
surrounded by devotees. Charlatans juggled torches, and mountebanks ate fire. And sometimes adark
soldier of the purge would push his horse past the barricades around the gate, wading his horse
contemptuoudy through the mab, clearing acircle around himsalf with his pistol and hiswhip. From her
high window, Charity saw one of them raise his hand; she heard the shot and saw the man in the bird suit
pitch backwards into the crowd, flapping hisred wings.

After afew minutesthe soldier retreated back into the shelter of the gate, and the crowd closed up where
he had been. Charity stared down a him, admiring his black uniform without understanding what he was.
Drugs and innocence and socia custom had made a prison out of her mind, and she stared down out of
her window asif through the bars. Somewhere among the edgel ess days of marriage she had lost the
ability to think. Or rather, not completely—aweek before, she had stopped taking the personality
relaxers prescribed to her on her wedding day, and dready it was asif agiant bird which had nested in
her skull had spread itswings and flown away. Already the precepts of the Starbridge marriage code
seemed less consuming. It had been thousands of days since she had last stood before awindow looking
out. That kind of activity was frowned on in amarried woman. But ill, it was hard for her to make sense
of what she saw. The scene below her was so various and complex, the significance of it so bewildering,
that in alittle while she gave up trying and took consolation instead in the patterns of color and the shapes



of the buildings. Ten mgor avenues radiated from the mountain’ s base straight to the city walls. One, the
Street of Seven Sins, emerged from the gate below her, and she took consolation in following the long
line of orange direetlights out to the far horizon, where thefire her brother had started filled the sky.

Behind her came a scrabbling and a scratching at the door. She turned and backed away from it, holding
her hands behind her asif hiding something. She backed into adark corner of the room, where the lamps
were arranged to make her disappear into acleft of shadow. Each room in the gpartment contained a
gmilar place of refuge, for it was against the law for anyone except her husband or her closest relativesto
see her face. But in the course of her marriage she had broken the law many times. And not so long
before, she had pulverized it so completely that now she obeyed its strictures not out of modesty but out
of fear. She was afraid. In the doorway stood a blind man and his seeing eye.

They hesitated there, ayoung priest in purple robes with the tattoos of an advocate at law. In hisright
hand he grasped the silken collar of his servant, a professona moron, scarcely human anymore, the
marks of surgica incisons standing out al over his paeforehead.

“Areyou there?’ called out the advocate in his supple, cagtrate voice. “Woman, are you there?” His
servant was an older man. He crouched down on his haunches, sniffing and peering like adog, his
madter’ s hand till tight around his collar.

“Areyou there?’ called out the advocate. He was recently blinded, his sockets still raw where hiseyes
had been torn away. From time to time, reddish tears ran down hisface. “ Are you there?’ he called out.

The servant sniffed and peered, his head oscillating back and forth on the end of along neck. For awhile
his mouth had hung open; now it closed as he sttled his attention on the dark corner where the princess
stood. His whole body stiffened, and his face took on an eager, sad expression. “Woman,” he said softly.

Charity Starbridge stepped backwards, and the floorboards squeaked under her feet. The advocate
turned his ruined face towards the sound. “Thereyou are,” he said. “Don’t hide from me. Y ou have no
reason to hide.” He amiled, displaying perfect teeth.

“Please don’t hurt me,” whispered Charity.

There was a pause. The seeing eye moved his head. “Window,” he said. “Books.”

The advocate frowned. “Where arewe?’ he asked. “What room isthis?’

“Thisismy brother’ slibrary,” answered Charity.

“Itisnot suitable for you to be here. Where are your servants? There was nobody to let usin.”

“l am aonehere” said the princess. “My brother’ s been arrested, and my husband is dead. The servants
haveadl run awvay.”

“Itisnot suitable,” repeated the advocate. “But | am not here to scold you. Not yet. | am here to console
you. | bring amessage from the bishop’ s council.”

The seeing eye was holding a plagtic attaché case in the crook of hisforearm. The advocate bent down
to takeit, and then he straightened up and took afew unsteady stepsinto the room. “I’ ve brought the
clothes your husband was wearing when he died. Together with a sdlection of the persond belongings
from histent. Thereisaso aletter of commendation and a promotion. Hewill enter Paradise with the
rank of brigadier.”

Charity made no movement, and the advocate stood holding some papers out and frowning. Reddish



tearsran down hisface. “Thereisaso aletter,” he continued, “ describing the way in which your husband
met hisdeath. | was not there. But | am told that he died bravely on the battlefield and that he
successtully fulfilled the obligations of his name and histattoos.”

Stll in the doorway, the seeing eye peered thisway and that. Freed of his master’ s hand, he had sunk
down into astrange, dog-like crouch. With hisforearms stretched out flat aong the floor, he drummed
his fingers on the polished wood.

“I don’'t understand,” said Princess Charity. “ That’ s not what my cousin says. My cousin Thanakar. He
said my husband died milesfrom the fighting. He said my husband was murdered by one of our own
priests. | don’t understand. My cousin says he was stabbed to death before the battle even started. By a
priest of God, one of the order of St. Lucan the Unmarred. Isthat your order? My cousin saysyou carry
knives hidden in your socks.”

Her voice, puzzled, anxious, hesitant, trailed away. The advocate waited for amoment before answering,
and heturned his head to listen to his servant’ sfingers drumming on the floor. “Y ou have seen Thanakar
Starbridge?’ he asked.

“No. Hewroteto me. Please, | don’t mean to contradict you. It'sjust that I’ d like to know the truth. My
husband was always kind to me. I'd like to know.”

“Miserablefemael” interrupted the advocate, hisvoice risng high and shrill. “How can you use his
name? How can you even say it? Thanakar Starbridge! We will hang him when we catch him. We will
hang him.” He made an angry, dismissve gesture with hisarms, and it was enough to throw him of
balance, so that he staggered and might have falen. But his servant was watching and rose to help him.
The advocate sflailing fingers caught the old man by the hair; he yanked back on the old man’s hair and
kept himsdf upright that way. “Let metell you,” he continued softly, after apause. “ Thanakar Starbridge
isunder indictment for murder and for treason. Adultery isthe least of the crimes heis charged with.”

“| don't understand. He' s done nothing wrong.”

“Hasn't he? Then be prepared.” The advocate smiled and raised his hand to wipe the red tear from his
eye. “Your cousnisasick young man. He has picked up some mord virus somewhere, perhaps some
physical corruption. Be prepared. He might claim he contracted it from you. We' |l see. The purge went
out tonight to bring himin.”

Charity leaned back against the bookcase. She remembered a story her brother had told her when she
wasjust agirl, about amagician escaping from the purge, who turned himsdlf into a sentence and
escaped between the pages of abook, safe in some bookish landscape where the soldiers never found
him. She leaned back and closed her eyes. Shefdt like crying, but the lawyer’ s bloody parody of tears
had robbed her of the impulse, and left her with aknot in her throat and no way of getting rid of it. Ingde
her, fedings fought and struggled without the armament of words. Thoughts struggled to be born.

“Say something,” demanded the advocate. “Let metdl you, the judge is disposed to be lenient. Mora
contamination is hard to prove, and frankly, we believe that Thanakar Starbridge was acrimina long
before he met you. The judge is disposed to think thet if there was contamination, morelikely it went the
other way. Heiswilling to belenient. But you must cooperate.”

Charity said nothing. Thoughts of Thanakar had brought him back so vividly, it was asif he were standing
near her, somewherein thelibrary, out of sight behind her shoulder or behind aturning of thewall. A
pale, dark man with such beautiful hands, the hands of aheder. How could she have ressted, when he
touched her with those hands?



“So,” continued the advocate. “ Y ou have nothing to say.” Hewiped hischeek. “You think it will be his
word againg yours. Not quite.” He amiled. “We have other evidence. Learn from this. A crimind pollutes
everything he touches. He left amark, a stain on your bedsheets. The woman who does your laundry
derted the police.”

“Shehad noright.”

“True. She had no right. And she has aready been condemned for her impertinence, if it isany
consolation to you. For dandering her superiors. Injected with the fever, if it isany consolation. The
sentenceis aready carried out. But the evidence remains.”

Charity stepped out from her dark corner. She turned to the window, her mind empty. She stared out to
the horizon, where the fire burned bright. She watched a sugarstorm gathering above theriver, the
raindrops burning asthey fell. Outside, far below, the crowd struggled and shouted. Wisps of chanting,
fragments of revolutionary songs rose up to the tower window. “Whereis my brother?’ she asked
suddenly.

“Prince Abu Starbridge is being held at Wanhope Prison. In the psychiatric ward. Hetoo isin deep
trouble, deeper than yours. For him thereis no way out. But you—let mefinish. | told you, thejudgeis
inclined to belenient. Thanakar Starbridge is aknown crimind, and there are extenuating circumstances.
Y ou are awidow, after al. But we need your cooperation. We need your testimony to condemn him.”
He fumbled with the papersin his case. “I’ ve prepared a statement for you to sign. It isaconfession of
adultery. Sgnit and we will let you live. The bishop’s council hasfound arefuge for you in the home of
Barton Starbridge, your mother’ s second cousin. Seven hundred miles south of here. Y ou would be free
to collect your husband’ s pension.”

From the window Charity could see down into the courtyard of asmal shrine, where an execution wasin
progress. A thicket of gallows rose from the center of an open space, protected from the crowd by a
circle of the spiritud palice, the black-coated soldiers of the purge. Asthe princesswatched, apriest
performed the last rites for acondemned prisoner, cutting the mark of absolution into hisface, checking

his passports.

“Woman, say something!” cried the advocate behind her. He held out the unsigned confession, not
redizing that she had turned away from him. Squatting nearby, the seeing eye drew back hislipsto reved
long teeth filed into points. “Window,” he said softly.

“God damn it, woman, pay attention,” shouted the advocate. “ Don’'t waste my time. Y ou have no choice.
If you refuse to Sgn, the council will vote to terminate your duties here. They’ Il send you home, and | tell
you, the journey will be hard and long. Paradiseisin orbit near the seventh planet. More than seven
hundred million milesfrom here.”

“I’d like to see my brother,” said Charity after a pause.

Down beow, the priest had strung up severd prisoners. They hung suspended from the highest gibbets,
their bodies revolving dowly in therain. On the scaffold below, the priest danced a quiet version of the
dance of desath, lit by a spotlight from the temple tower. He was agood dancer, graceful and sure, but
even s, the crowd was angry. They shouted and threw bottles. A bottle hit the priest on the shoulder as
he danced; he stopped and stood upright, but Charity wastoo far away to see the expression on hisface.
Hewasin no danger. The purge stood around the scaffold in acircle, with autometic rifles and bright
bayonets. In alittle while he started to dance again.

“I'd like to see my brother,” repeated the princess.



“That’ s not possible. God damn you, why do you even ask? Here. Here heis, if you redlly want to see.”
The advocate stretched out his hand, pam up, and Charity turned back to watch him. In alittlewhilethe
ar above his pam started to glow, and then atiny figure materidized out of theair, aman sttingon a
bed, reading, too small even to recognize. The advocate closed his hand, and the image disappeared as if
crushed between hisfingers.

“Now,” hesaid. “Would you like to see him die?’ He opened his hand again, and Charity could seea
tiny pyre of logs. Here the scale was even smaller; Charity could see athrong of tiny figures, red-robed
priests and black soldiers. Through the middle of the crowd, a pickup truck moved dowly forward
towardsthe pyre, asingle figure standing upright in the back.

The seeing eye sat up on his haunches and stared at the bright image, licking hislipswith hislong tongue.
Charity, too, stood mesmerized until the advocate closed hishands again. “ There,” he said. “Are you
sidfied?’

Shewas not satisfied. She began to cry. At the sound, the advocate tilted his head, listening intently with
apuzzled expression on hisface, though he must have been used to hearing people cry. He listened, and
then he reached his hand up to touch his cheek, where his own red tears had left a scum.

He held out the paper for her to sign, but she had turned away again. In alittle while he opened his
fingersand let the paper settleto thefloor. “I'll leaveit,” he said quietly. “Don’'t beafool. I'll send my
clerk tomorrow morning, and if you till refuse, a ten o’ clock | will come back to send you home. | will
pump the blood from your body, and | won't be gentle, either. That | promise. Women likeyou area
disgraceto us. You don’t deserve your own tattoos. If | could send you to hell, | would.”

All that day the churches had been packed with worshipers, and when the priests had rung the bellsfor
evensong, the crowds had taken to the Streets, jamming the roads, moving in dow streams towards the
center of the city, down towards the Mountain of Redemption, where they had spread out around its
lower dopes. The gigantic prison blocked out the sky. Even in those days it was the biggest building in
the known universe, ahuge, squat, unfinished tower, circle after circle of black battlements. It held a
population of one million souls. And dl around itslowest tier, sticking up like the spikes of acrown
around a great, misshapen head, rose smaler towers, the Starbridge pal aces, white and graceful, glinting
with lamplight. Below, the streetswere full of people chanting and singing. They looked up towardsthe
windowswhiletherain fell steadily in dark, viscous drops, tasting of sugar and smdlling of gasoline,
coating men' s clothes and crusting their skins. Here and there, preachersin the crowd spoke of the
gpocaypse, and some preached dowly and softly, and some ranted like maniacs. Numerologists had
made amagic number out of the date: October 44th, in the eighth phase of spring. The forty-fourth day
of the eighth month—some had daubed this number, 4408800016, on cardboard placards, which they
waved above their heads. According to some long-extinct rule of prosody, this number duplicated the
meter of the so-called apocalyptic verses of the Song of Angkhdt, the versesthat begin, “ Sweet love,
you can do nothing further to arouse me. It'slate—don’t touch me anymore. . .”

An old man recited the lamentations of St. Chrystym Polymorph in aloud voice; naked to thewalst, he
whipped himsdlf listlesdy with aknotted scourge, not even raising abruise. The sugar rain coated his
shoulders. It was dismd westher, adisma season. The food reserves, which previous generations of
priests had stored up through summer and fall, were amost gone, and the daily ration of rice soup and
edible plastic was scarcely enough to keep a child alive. Hunger had made men crazy. Strange sightsand
visions had been reported. An old woman had seen huge figures stalking her street in the hour before
dawn—the angels of the apocaypse, she cried: war, famine, and civil war, she cried, and she had taken a
photograph. People stood around her and passed it from hand to hand, studying the dark, unfocused
image. The old woman was an adventist. “ Sweet friends,” she cried, “the hour ishere. All my lifel’ve
prayed that | would liveto seeit. The powers of Earth are overthrown. The bishop herself has been



imprisoned. The soldiersfight among themselves. And the Starbridges.. . .” She paused to spit, and
shake her fidt at the pale towers above her head. “ Every morning they are fewer. Every morning | have
seen them at the southern gates, their motorcars |oaded up with food.” It wastrue. In thelr lifetimes
people could remember when the windows of the Starbridge palaces it the streets for miles around, but
now more than half the windows were dark, and some whole towers sood empty, abandoned. The
Starbridges had retired south to their estates, waiting for better weather. In summertime their
grandchildren would return to rule the city.

The old woman had long gray hair, along nose, and thin cheeks branded with the mark of heresy.
“Swest friends,” she cried. “Old Earthisfinished. But lift yourselves up, lift up your hearts, because a
flower will grow out of thiswreckage, and a garden that will cover al the earth. Birds and fish will speak.
And there will be no more bloodshed, no, and no more hunger, and dl these thingswill be like memories
of nightmares. And God will wash the world between hisfingers, and he will wash away al the priests
and tyrants, the judges and the torturers. Look!” she screamed. “It has aready been accomplished!” She
grabbed back her photograph and held it up above her head.

A young woman stood away from the crowd, under the shadow of the gate. She shook her hair back
from her face. She tried to comb some of the tangles out between her fingers, but the sugar rain had
turned her hair into asticky mass of knots. Y et she pulled at it restlessy, and her other hand moved
restlessy over her body, touching her skin wherever it was exposed, her neck, her temples, her wrist.
Shewas onfire. Already her temperature was way above a hundred, and the parson had told her that it
would keep onrising at a steady rate until her heart burst into flame. One degree an hour, he had said.
Then he had given her aglass of water and released her from the hospitd, for there was no sensein
keeping her. So she had wandered down into the streets, and al evening she had wandered with the
crowds, and followed the crowds down into the center of the city, more desperate and distracted every
minute. Now she stood at the barricade around the gate and raised her hand to gain the attention of the
guard.

“Please, dr,” she whispered, her voice burning in her throat.

“Please dr,” she whispered, holding out her hand. But when the guard cameto peer a her palm, shewas
suddenly afraid hewouldn't let her pass. Her tattoos were forgeries, alittle vinegar would wash them
clean, and she was suddenly afraid that she might have smudged them in some places and that tonight of
al nights, thelast night of her life, the guard wouldn’t |et her pass. She closed her hand into afist. The
soldier frowned. “What do you want in there?’ he asked.

“| have some work to do.”

The soldier looked up at the gate. “ Go home, sister,” he said. “ Come back tomorrow. Thelaundry’s
closed.”

“Please, dr. | have something that can’'t wait.”

She pulled her hair back from her face, and the guard noticed for the first time how beautiful shewas,
how sweet her skin, how proud her eyes. He amiled. “What isyour name?’

“Rosamundi,” she answered. “Like the flower.”

The soldier smiled. “Rosamundi. Thisiswhat I'll do. The gate’ s closed for the night. But give me akiss,
andthenwe'll see”

They stood on opposite sides of the barricade, aline of wooden sawhorses painted red. She ducked
underneath and tried to run past him, but he grabbed her wrist in his heavy glove and twisted her against



him, forcing her wrist up between her shoulder blades. He was a handsome man with long black hair,
handsomein his black uniform with the silver dog’ s-head insignia; he twisted her againgt him, forcing her
hand higher when shetried to pull away. He bent down to kiss her and she turned her face away, but
even o he was close enough to brush hislips against her cheek. It was enough. He released her suddenly
and pushed her, s0 that she ssumbled and fell down. “My God,” he cried. “My God.” He touched his
gloveto hislip, where her cheek had burned him. Then he spat, and mumbled part of aprayer of
purification. “Unclean,” he said, and then he made the Sign of the unclean, touching the hedl of hispam to
his nose and ducking his head down onceto either sde. In the guardpost undernegth the gate, other
soldiers of the purge stopped what they were doing and |ooked out.

Farther on aong the barricade, an officer turned his horse and came towards them, flicking hiswhip
agang hisleg. “What' sthis?’ he asked when he got close.

“A witch, Sr.” The guard was rubbing hislipsand pointing.

The captain looked down from his horse. “What makes you think 0?7’ he asked. He was an older man,
and hewore hisgray hair fastened in asted clasp behind his neck, in the style of a previous generation.

“Her skin, Sr. She' snot human.”

The captain frowned. “ Superdtitiousjerk,” he muttered, and then he swung himself heavily out of the
saddle. He squatted down on the cobblestones near where the girl had fallen, and with the butt of his
whip he pushed the hair back from her face. “Why, she’ sjust achild,” he said. He put hiswhip down on
the stones, and then he stripped away one of his black gauntlets so that he could touch her face with his
bare hand. “Poor child,” he said. “Injected with the fever. What crime?’

“1 don't know.” Thewords burned in her throat. “1 don’t know,” she cried. She reached out to hold his
hand againgt her cheek. “Please, air. Pleaselet mein.”

“Thegate' sclosed,” he said gently.

“Please, Sir. My mother runs the elevator above Cosro’ s Barbican. | want to see her. Thisismy last
night.”

Soldiers had gathered from the guardpost and stood around them in acircle. The captain glared at them,
and the circle widened as the men drifted awvay and stood whispering in little groups. The captain touched
Rosa sforehead with hisfingers.

The gate loomed above them, one of ten set into the mountainside, asquare brick edifice two hundred
feet high. “Of course, child, of course,” he murmured. He stood and helped her to her feet, and together
they passed up the steps and under the brick archway into ahigh, vaulted chamber stinking of urine.
Wasps had made their nests among the pillars, and bats hung from the vault. At the far side, ninety-foot
wooden doorsled into thefirgt tier of the Mountain of Redemption. But they were locked and barred.
Rosastood in front of them with restless hands, touching her neck, picking at the soft hair below her jaw
while the captain hammered on the postern with hisfidt.

Nothing happened. Rosa turned to look back through the arch, behind her up the Street of Seven Sins,
barricaded from the crowd on either side, patrolled by soldiers of the purge. “Don’t worry,” the captain
reassured her. “ Someone will come.” Helooked at hiswristwatch. “How much time do you have?’

“l don’t know.”

“Poor child.” He fumbled with apouch at hisbelt and found asted pillbox. “Let me give you something



for the pain. If the pain getstoo bad.” He held out asmal white pill.

“No. My painismy own. Every minute of it.” She scratched at the skin below her collarbone. “No,” she
repeated. “Besdes, | need the practice.” Shelaughed, and pulled down the bodice of her dressto show
where the parson had marked her. He had filled her veins with fever, and then he had marked her
shoulder with the sign of Chandra Sere, the fourth planet, close in around the Sun. “I need the practice,”
she repeated, pulling at the strings of her bodice. “1t’ s hot where I’ m going. Stone melts, they say.”

“Hush, child, don’t bother about that. Those are just legends. Parsons dreams. Don't worry about that.
What'sdead is dead.”

“Legends!” shecried. “Itismy faith. My God is sending meto hell. Itismy God,” she cried, wiping the
swesat from around her mouth. “Don’t try to console me. | will not be consoled. But one day | will wake
in Paradise”

“Sooner than you think, child. Sooner than you think.”

“Don’'t lieto me!” Daughter of a progtitute, she gripped rdigion tighter for having cometoiit so late.
Paradise, she thought. For afew nights she had seen it, the last time it had passed close to Earth. Before
the sugar rain had started—she had stretched her hands out to it asit rose above the hills.

“My father was a Starbridge,” she continued. “ That’ swhat my mother said. That counts for something,
doesn't it?1 told that to the priest this afternoon, but he just laughed. Half-Starbridge, he said, that would
take me halfway to Paradise. Tonight Chandra Sereisjust hafway. The fire planet—how could he be so
crud?

The captain said nothing, but he hammered on the postern with hisfigt. It wasasmall meta door to the
right of the main gate, once painted red, but now streaked and dented, and in some placesit had almost
rusted through. But a pand on the door’ s upper part had recently been repainted with aportrait of St.
Simeon Millefeuille, the last of the great teachers. The saint’ s face was pendve, but his eyes were vacant
and flat white. As Rosa watched, they shuttered inward and disappeared. Behind them, through the
sant’ s left eyesocket, she could see another eye blinking out at them, and then a bulbous human finger
protruded through the hole, curling down over the saint’s cheek. “Hold on,” came avoice from inside.
“Who'sthere?’

A beam of slver light shot out from the saint’ sright eye and played upon their faces and their clothes.
Therewas silence for amoment, and then the voice spoke again. “ Gate' s closed, friends. Try the next
one over. Deacon' s Portal. Half amile dong thewall, and they don't lock up till one o’ clock. Come
back in the morning, better yet.”

The captain stepped forward and held his pam up so that the light shone on histattoos. “ Ah, Captain,”

said thevoice. “I didn’t recognize you.” There came the sound of bolts being drawn back, and then the
door siwung inward, revealing afat man standing in the gap. “Evening, Captain, miss,” he said. He took
off his cap and stood rubbing his nose.

“Hello, Dim. Canyoulet thisgirl ingde?’

“Don’t know why | should.”

“On my respongbility. I'll answer for it.”

“That'sdl very wdl,” said thelittle man. “ Y ou know therules.”

“It'sonly afew hours, Dim. She' sgot the fever. She says her mother runsthe elevator up by Cosro’'s



Barbican. Canyou let her in?’

“Don’t want to, Captain. Doesn’t seem likely, anyway. Not unless her mother’ saman.”

The Captain squinted. “What do you mean?’

“Styrene Denson’ srun that barbican aslong as| can remember. | reckon he' saive and well.”

Puzzled, the captain turned around, but Rosawas too quick. The fever gave her strength; she jumped
into the doorway and pushed the little man in hisfat somach so that he sprawled back againgt thewall.
The captain swore and reached out his hand, but she was aready gone, running barefoot down the
corridor ingde. The captain drew his pistal, but it was aready too late. She was gone around abend in
the passageway, and he could hear her bare feet dapping up the first of thirty-seven flights of stairs. “It
doesn't matter,” hesaid. “Shecan't gofar.”

“I don’'t seewhy not,” replied the little man, touching his sscomach where the girl had pushed him. “We're
not chasing her.”

“Wdl, maybe you should ring the darm.”

The little man looked up at the wall above his head, to where ared handle was connected to afrayed
bluewire al covered with spiderwebs and dirt. “Has't worked in my lifetime,” he said. “Not unlessthey
fixed it recently.”

Princess Charity lay deepless on her bed. Sheraised herself up on one elbow and looked around,
half-dazed and suffocating in her airless, windowlessroom. In alittle while she sat up againgt thewall and
drew her knees up to her chest. At some parts of her life she had been ableto deep dl day in that bed,
and al night too. For weeks at atime she had been awake only for afew hoursin the evening, when her
maids had brought her food. Dreams had become more real than life. And this night, too, she had been
drowsy. It was her last night on Earth, and she had meant to deep it through. Already yawning, she had
made dinner for hersdf with her own hands, sitting at the kitchen table peding Strawberries and golden
oranges, eating the last of the hashish ice cream straight out of the can. But now, in bed, deep receded
from her grasp, and all the tricks that she had ever learned to coax it closer failed. She leaned her heed
back against thewall. She hadn’'t signed the lawyer’ s paper. She hadn't even read it. She had forgotten
al about it.

A slver lamp stood on the table beside her bed, aclump of silver wildgrass, with tiny lights hiddenin
among its stems. She reached out to turn it on, fumbling with the switch, and then she swung her legs over
the side of the bed and stood up unsteadily. The room wasin awhirl around her. She caught a glimpse of
her naked shoulder in the mirror hung above her washstand, a glimpse of her hand holding on to one of
the carved bedposts. Though it had been months since she could sméll it, she could taste the odor of her
scented wallpaper in the back of her throat. It sickened her. All around her, queasy combinations of pink
and gray fought queasy warfare on the walls—colors high up on the bishop’ s scale of visud eroticiam,
mixed into horrifying patterns by ablind priest. He had lit incense and spattered her mattress with drops
of holy oil. He had consecrated her bedroom as ashrine of love. A grotesquely phallic statue of Beloved
Angkhdt crouched in one corner over an ail lantern. Her shelves were lined with devotiond literature, and
the night table was till crowded with unguents and powders, and gphrodisiacs, and strange mechanical
devices. She had inherited them from her predecessor in that room, the old man’s second wife. They
were neatly arranged and carefully dusted, never opened, never used.

Shelooked across at herself in the mirror above her washstand, the outlines of her famished body, her
dark hair. Mesmerized by her reflection, she walked towardsit from across the room, wondering, as her
face cameinto focus, at what point, at what moment she had departed from beauty, for she had been a



beautiful child. When she was a child, she had been able to make aslence just by walking into aroom.
Now, sitting down to stare at hersdlf in the spotted surface of the glass, she wondered at what moment
that had changed. There must have been a single ingtant, she thought, when misery and disappointment
had broken through the surface of her features, changing not their shape but their significance. It couldn’t
have been long ago. She had been born in spring, and spring was not haf gone. She remembered her
wedding party when shewasjust agirl, the day she had married the old man. Then she had been
beautiful, in her white dress. And she remembered her friends and schoolmates crowding around to say
goodbye, young girls, and boysin ther first uniforms. “Wewill meet againin Paradise,” they had said,
loudly coached by the deaf parson who had performed the ceremony. Except for one—she remembered
her cousin Thanakar, with hislong hair and hislong face, limping through the crowd. “1t' sa goddamned
shame,” he had said, scowling, and when the priest had reached out to restrain him, Thanakar had
pushed the deaf man’ s hand away, his face twisted up with loathing. He was the only one whom she had
Seen again.

On atable next to the washstand stood vats and jars of makeup—eyeliner and mascara, vermilion, and
aromatic powders wrapped in leaves. Idly, she mixed some colors on her pa ette, wondering if she could
draw some beauty back into her face. She had dways been skillful with her hands. Sheraised her brush
up to her eydid and then hesitated, staring at her facein the mirror. What had gone wrong? Nose, ear,
lips, cheek, skin—everything was perfect. Nothing had changed. And yet, something had been added
that had ruined it al. In her eye, perhaps. In the center, in the bottom of her eye, there lurked some
poisonous new thing.

She put down her brush and unscrewed one of the jars. Long before, her mother had gone hometo
Paradise. And the night before she | eft, she had put some makeup on her face, in astyle that had
occurred to her in adream. She had not wanted to arrive in Paradise dressed out of fashion, to be
laughed at by dl her friends that had gone before. She was avain woman. And the night before she died,
she had put silver makeup on her cheeks, emphasizing the ridges of the bone. When Charity and Abu,
her young daughter and her son, had come to say goodbye, they had run to her and put their arms
around her neck, and she had pulled away, ever so dightly. Smiling, she had pulled away. She had not
wanted them to spoil her makeup, but Charity had reached out to kiss her on the cheek, and had come
away with slver pigment on her lips.

Now Charity opened ajar of the same color and mixed it experimentally on her palm. And then she
stopped and turned her head, because the door behind her had opened partway, and it was asif agust
of hot wind had come in from the darkened antechamber, and she could feel the temperature of the air
around her rise alittle bit. At the same time she was conscious of anoise, asound of roaring, labored
breathing. Rubbing the ball of pigment into a puddle in the center of her palm, Charity touched dmost
unconscioudy thetiny lion's head taitooed below her index finger, the symbol of immunity from fear. She
turned her head.

A young woman stood in the doorway, Charity’ sown age, or perhaps alittle younger. Her black hair
was matted and tangled, and she wore along ragged dress of yellow nylon. She had loosened the bodice
from around her neck to give hersdf air. Her skin was flushed and dark.

They stared at each other for amoment, and then the girl dropped her eyes. She bowed her head and
made the obligatory gestures of respect, pressing the knuckles of her right hand up against her forehead.

Princess Charity crossed her arms over her chest. She was wearing arobe of purple spidersilk, and she
pulled it up around her shoulders. Some silver pigment had come off on the collar; irritated, she turned to
clean her hands with cotton wool and cold cream, and then she pulled her collar down to clean the spot,
rubbing gently at the spidery materid. “Who are you?’ she asked, not looking up. “How did you get in?’



“Please, ma am, the door was open.” The girl’ svoice was harsh and full of breeth. “They’vedl run
away. They nailed anoticeto your door. Pink. Mora contamination.”

“And you're not afraid?’ asked Charity, smiling gently, rubbing at the spot. She looked up. The girl was
pretty, she decided. Again she wiped her hands and smoothed the collar back from her shoulder,
arranging afold of materia over the damp patch.

“No, ma am. I’'m not afraid. I’d come to see what they had doneto you.”
Charity looked up at her. “Who are you?’ she asked.

Rosa paused to wipe her lipswith acorner of her shawl. Her other hand moved restlessly around her
body, touching, scratching. “1 do the laundry for thisfloor,” she said. “Used to. These four gpartments.”

Charity Starbridge stood up. Again she crossed her arms over her breasts. “ Yes,” the girl continued. “I
turned you in. | did my duty asacitizen, and | hope they hang you for it. Look what they have doneto
rre”

“It servesyou right,” said the princess softly. “It was no business of yours.”

Rosawiped her face with her shawl. Sweet ran down from underneath her hair and along the insides of
her arms. She stripped the shawl from around her shoulders, wadded it up into aball and rubbed her
neck with it, and then she threw it into a corner of the room. “Oh, God,” she moaned. “I’m burning.” She
reached out to catch hold of one of the bedposts, and then she leaned againgt it.

Princess Charity stood looking at her for amoment. Then she bent to rummagein asmall refrigerator
beside her washstand, pouring bottled water into aglass. “Here,” she said, standing up and taking afew
steps across the room. The girl reached out and took the glass and drank the water down. She held the
glass againgt her head. “ Oh, God,” she moaned. “I ran up dl theway. | thought my heart would burgt.”

Princess Charity gave her the bottle and took back the glass. Rosadrank. From the bedpost hung alinen
towd; she pulled it down and poured water over it with shaking fingers, and then she held it up againgt
her face. “Oh, God, I'm sorry,” shecried. “1 never would havetold them if | had known.”

“What’ sdoneisdone,” murmured the princess. Confronted with weakness, she felt strong. “Never
mind,” shesaid. “It doesn’'t matter. Only tell me, why did you do it? Was| so crud amisiress?’

“Oh, ma am, how could you be cruel? | worked here for athousand days, and | never even saw you.
But your husband, he was kind to me. He once gave me adollar and ahdf.”

“Ah. So it wasfor hissake.”

“No. It wasfor my sake. Oh, ma am, | hope they hang you. Don't you understand? | washed your
sheets athousand times. It was my fate, and | wastrueto it. Wasit too much to ask the same of you?’

The princess put the glass down on her washstand. She rubbed her hands together, her fingers stroking
themarks of dl her obligations: courage, kindness, modesty. She stroked the golden ball and chain
tattooed on the lap of skin under her thumb, the mark of marital fiddlity.

Rosa had collapsed againgt the bedpost, gasping, out of breath. The princess went to her and took the
bottle and the towel, and with her own hands she wiped the sweat from the girl’ sface. Rosa submitted
and suffered Charity to lead her to the bed, where she sat down. “| fed sotired,” shesaid. “1I ran up all
those sairs”



“Hush,” murmured the princess. “It’ sthefever. Y ou may lie herefor alittlewhile. But first tell me, what
was the stain you found? On my bedsheet. A bloodstain, wasit not?”

“Part of it. | know what it was. I’'m not achild.”

“No, but abloodstain. Didn’t that mean anything to you? | was married more than twenty months—two
thousand four hundred and one days. My husband never touched me. Look at my hands. | have other
obligations, too. Fertility—l ook—and love. | thought you might have understood. Y ou might have pitied
rre"

She had been fussing with the girl while she was spesking, stroking her down onto the bed, stroking her
hair. But now Rosa started up. “Pity you?’ she cried. “God in heaven, pity you? Y ou must be insane.
Even now, when they havefilled my blood with poison and charted my soul’ sflight to Chandra Sere. Pity
you, isthat why | came all thisway? No, | wanted to see what they would do to you. | hoped they'd
hang you. They’ ve been hanging Starbridges, | hear. I’ ve seen postersfor your lover in the streets. But
not you. No luck. | know aready. They’re sending you back.”

“Yes” said the princess. “They come tomorrow morning.” She spoke gently, softly, but the girl pulled
away and buried her facein the pillow. “It' snot fair,” she sobbed.

Charity reached out to touch her hair. “Never mind,” she said. “Not many of usbelievein Paradise
anymore, or in hell either.”

The girl turned towards her, her lips pulled back. “Y ou don’t even believeit! Youwork uslike
daves—who gave you theright if God does not exist? Hypocrite! Don’t touch me.” Delirious, she made
the sgn of the unclean, pressing the hedl of her hand against her nose. But she didn’t have the strength to
pull away; she collapsed againgt the pillow. The silk turned yelow where her cheek touched it, seared by
the heet of her skin.

Charity waited, and in alittle while she reached over and wiped Rosa sface again. “1 think you think my
life must be more pleasant than it is” she said, touching the girl’ shair. She couldn’t keep her hands away.
She was fascinated by the girl’ s beauty. The two of them were Smilar in every part, only the girl was
beautiful. | lost my beauty with my freedom, thought Charity. It isfreedom that illuminates aface.

She was Sitting next to Rosa on the bed, her back to the door. Someone staggered in; she jumped up
and pulled her robe around her, and turned her face away. A man crouched in the doorway, leaning up
againgt the frame. He held up his hand. “Don’t worry, ma am. Don’t worry. | won't bother you. | won't
even look.” He pointed to the bed. “It'sher, ma am. It'sher | want.”

He was arenegade parson, hisvoice full of acohol, hisred robestorn, hisface dry and spotted, his nose
broken and red. His scalp showed in strips through hislank hair. “Don’'t et me disturb you,” hesaid. “It’'s
her I’ve comefor.”

At the sound of hisvoice, the girl sat up. She stared at him in horror for amoment and then sank back
onto the pillows. “Don’'t come near me,” she warned. “God damn you, can’'t you let me go?’

The parson cringed againgt the doorframe, smiling nervoudy, picking at hislips. “I've cometo fetch her,”
hesad. “I’ ve cometo take her home.”

Thegirl pointed a him from the bed. “Don’'t come any closer,” she commanded. “Drunken pig! Eunuch!
Can't you let me done?’

“Oh, Rosa, how can you say such things?” whined the parson. “ After everything I’ ve donefor you. |



followed you hdfway acrossthe city tonight, just to bring you home.”
“Don’'t you undergand?’ cried thegirl. “I’'m dying. Y ou’ ve gotten dl you' re going to get from me.”

“Rosa, how can you tak like that? After I’ ve cared for you al these months. Fed you and kept you.
Don't you trust me yet? Look, | have medicine for you.” He stepped towards her into the room, holding
out alittle package of duminumfail.

“Please, ma am,” cried Rosa. “Don't let him touch me. Don't let him come any closer.”

Princess Charity stepped forward into the light. The parson turned to face her, bowing humbly. * Excuse
me—I’m sorry. | don’'t mean to disturb you. Raksha Starbridge is my name, formerly in holy orders.
Eleven months ago | found this girl abandoned in the street and took her in. She' sbeen like adaughter to
rTe”

“Daughter?’ cried Rosa. “Lecherous pig!”

“Don't listen to her, ma am. It’ sthe fever talking. Thefever’sin her brain. If it weren't for me, shewould
have starved to death.” He had opened up the foil package, and he rubbed some of the red powder it
contained into hisgums. And as he twisted thefoil back up, he paused to wink heavily. “And would you
believe it? When | met her, her palms were naked as ababy’s.”

He had the face of someone who drinks more than he eats, his eyes bloodshot, his cheeks covered with
scars and broken blood vessels. On the bed behind him, Rosa had started to cry.

“Yes, maam,” continued the parson. “1 can see she fooled you with al her spiritud talk. She'sgot no
right to talk like that. Her mother was an atheist. An antinomia whore. She didn’t even have aname until

| gave her one. Rosamundi, like the flower. When | met her, she could hardly talk. Just afew words and
bits of songs. Shewas singing in the streetsfor pennies. Now look at her—everything sheis, | taught her.
| taught her how to work. Every morning | drew those tattoos on fresh. Oil pencil. She used to beg meto
make them permanent. But I'm not such afool.”

He was amendicant preacher, a Starbridge who had lost his destiny. Expelled from his congregation, he
lived by hiswits among the common people, saying mass for adollar or abottle of wine, heding the sick,
telling fortunes. And among the common people he had found something to love. Now he turned and sat
down onthebed. “Oh, Rosa,” hesaid. “Isn't it better to tell the truth, now that it can’t hurt you
anymore? There—don't cry. You don't redly think I’ d let them send my little girl to hell?’

Shelooked up at him, tears running down her face. But her cheeks were so hot, they evaporated before
they were hdfway down. She pulled her bodice down to show where the priest had marked her, the
horned circle on her shoulder, the sgn of ChandraSere. “You'retoo late,” shesaid. “I’m on my way.
One or two hours, not more. | saw him cast the spell.”

Her voicewas adry creaking in her throat. She had stopped swesating, and her skin was assuming adry,
papery 1ook; in some places it was even turning dark, like paper held over aflame. The parson, too, had
garted to cry. But in everything he did there was amixture of sentiment and syness, so that even asthe
tearsrolled down his nose, he turned to the princess and winked. “1 know,” he said. “Poor girl.” He
reached out for Rosa s hands, and thistime she did not resist him; he took her hands and chafed them
between hisown. “I know,” he said. “But stranger things have happened. I’ ve heard that thereis
someone bound for Paradise tonight. More than one, though truthfully, the conjunction of the planetsis
not ideal.” He turned and gave the princess a sharp look. “Maybe we could get someone to give up her
place”



“Gladly,” said the princess.
“I thought so,” muttered the parson. “God knows I’ m in no hurry to go back.”
Rosalay back dowly on the pillows. “Only Starbridges.. . .” she croaked.

“And don’t | have the power to make you a Starbridge?’ cried the parson, tearsin hiseyes. “Aren't |
il apriest of God? Look, | have brought my tools.” He turned her hands palm up on the bedshest, and
then he started fumbling underneath hisrobe, and from hidden pockets he drew out scalpels, needles,
lotions, inks, books of numbers, astrologicd charts. He laid them al out on the surface of the bed. He
took the towel the girl had used to cool her face, and squeezed out some liquid from atube, and cleaned
her handswith it until her palms were clean and white. “Come here,” he said over his shoulder. “I need
you for amodd.”

Charity moved close, knelt down, and put her own hands on the coverlet. All trace of palsy had vanished
from the parson’ sfingers; with histongue in the corner of hismouth, he drew quickly and expertly.
Howers grew and spread dong the hillsand valleys of the young girl’ s palms—castles, faces, lists of
privileges. And when the time came for him to make the cuts, hiswork was essy, for the blood had
receded from her hands, and the incisions were as dry as scratches on a piece of paper. All thewhile
Rosalooked on, the breath rattling in her throat, her eyes wide with wonder, her expression changing
gradudly until there was something like happinessin it, something like contentment. The parson muttered
incantations and made quick, deft gesturesin the air. And when he moved the needle through the cuts,
the colors seemed to spread out by themsalves, mixing and making patterns, secondary colors, awhole
world. It was perfect. And then he spread a sedler over it, and then, findly, he reached up to her
shoulder. Under his needle, miraculoudy, the mark of Chandra Sere became less distinct, and out of it
spread crowns and hal os and the head of adog, silver and golden, the mark of Paradise.

The parson leaned back. His face was covered with swest. Rosa had closed her eyes. With one hand he
reached out to touch her forehead, while with the other he took her pulse. “What timeisit?’ he asked.

“Twenty past two,” answered the princess.

“Thenitistime.” He consulted an astrological chart, amap of the solar system, and then something that
looked like arailway timetable. “Dear child,” hesad. “It'stimeto go.” Again he touched her forehead.
She opened her eyes and smiled, and brought her palms up to look at them. “ Already?” she whispered.
She looked down to her shoulder, and then she turned to rub her face against the parson’s hand. The
pillowcase was singed where she had lain.

“You leave at two-thirty,” he said softly. “Look. Thisistheway.” He opened hishand to reved apill
held between hisfingers, aclear capsule with someliquidinit.

For an ingtant she looked doubtful. Then she turned to the princess, who smiled alittle bit and nodded.
Rosasmiled back and then, hesitantly, like alittle girl, she opened her mouth and put out her tongue. The
parson blessed her with hisfingers and then laid the pill upon her tongue. She closed her mouth and
ettled back and closed her eyes. That was the end. At two-thirty precisaly, her bresthing stopped.

“| wasn't to go before morning,” said the princess after awhile. “Ten o' clock.”

“Shh,” whispered the parson. He looked up at the celling. Tearstrembled on hischin. He sat ill for a
few minutes, and then he reached into his pocket and drew out apint of wine.

By three-fifteen, Charity began to understand that she wasfree. She went to lie down on asofain
another room, and when she returned, the parson had passed out on the floor. The girl waslying back in



bed, her body coal, her face peaceful. Charity stood in the doorway watching her, fascinated by her
beauty. After afew minutes she went to stand above her, and with the priest’s sca pel she reached down
to cut the buttons off of Rosa’ s bodice, and cut away the hooks that held it closed, and then she dit the
ydlow nylon down to the girl’ swaist and peded it back, exposing skin so beautiful and breasts so strong
and perfect, it made her want to cry. If only she could belike that, lie there like that. She cut away the
ragged skirt. Shifting the body to one side, she pulled the whole dress away, crushed it into aball, threw
it to the floor, and then she stood up to look at the girl as she lay naked, her skin clear and brown, the
light from the bedside table catching at the soft hair that grew aong her ssomach, aong the outside of her
thigh.

Then, scarcely knowing why, Charity went to her washstand and gathered together a hairbrush and some
pots of eyeshadow and rouge. She sat down on the bed, and with an expert hand she brushed the girl’s
hair quiet and put alittle paint onto her face—only alittle, where death was aready robbing the color
from her cheek. She darkened the girl’ s eyebrows and stroked someindigo into the corners of her eyes.
She paused, her brush suspended above Rosa sface, and then sat back and smiled. She was making the
girl into a Starbridge, for the lower classes were not alowed to paint their faces or wear jewelry. But
more than that—she unclasped from around her neck the silver necklace with the bloodstone pendant
that her brother had given her on her wedding day. She paused, and then she drew the necklace around
Rosa s neck and arranged it so that the pendant fell between her breasts. In some waysthe girl wasvery
like her.

The princess laughed. She pulled the silver combs out of her own hair and shook it wildly about her head,
and rubbed it into a mass of tangles. Then she stood up, and with the barest glance at the parson to seeiif
he still dept, she shook her robe from her shoulders so that it fell around her feet. She stooped to pick up
Rosa sdress. It stank of sweat and fever and was dit so that it no longer closed in front, but it fit the
princess asif it had been made for her in the palace dress shops. Shetook it off and sat down at her
tableto repair it.

With asilver needle and asilken thread, she sat mending the yellow dress, sewing up whereit wastorn,
patching it with pieces cut from agolden scarf. After about haf an hour she paused to roll amarijuana
cigarette and smoke it thoughtfully. The parson had fdlen away from her onto his side; she turned around
and studied him, and studied the dead girl, trying to understand her fedings. “Rejoice at every desth,”
advised the Starbridge Catechism. Neverthel ess, there was something eerie and disagreeabl e about
desth, Charity decided, even when it was swift and merciful. She sucked the smoke deep into her lungs,
trying to relax. Her fingers were shaking. In spite of everything that had happened that night, it was hard
not to fed optimigtic. Shewasfree. The girl lay on her bed, wearing her jewels, marked with her tattoos,
looking so much like her. Not that it even mattered, thought the princess, for not more than adozen
people had seen her face since she was married, and of those most were dead or gone away.

She stubbed the roach of her cigarette out in acrystd ashtray, rubbing it reflectively over the image of
Angkhdt the God of Matrimony incised into the bottom. The forces that had shaped her life so far had
been so inexorable, the routine of it so deadening, that now, suddenly free, shefdt giddy and off balance,
asif she had suddenly stepped outsideinto the sunlight after monthsin adark cdl. Already sheimagined
shefdt changesin herself. She got unsteadily to her feet.

And when she was ready to go, barefoot, dressed in yellow rags, her shawl clutched tight around her
shoulders, she kndlt by the parson to wake him up. She had |eft asuicide note by her night table, alast
farewell in complicated caligraphy. Farewell to whom? And yet it seemed appropriate. Shewasa
different person; she had coated her palms with greasepaint and powder to obscure the marks of
privilege. That wasthe last stlage of her transformation; when it was complete she laughed aoud, and
laughed to see the parson, shaken out of deep, stare a her dack-mouthed. She could fed him cringe
under her touch, could hear the whimper in histhroat. He pulled awvay and lay back against the wall,



swallowing heavily, bregthing through his mouth. Hiswitswere diluted with liquor. But in amoment he
began to understand; he looked over her shoulder and saw the dead girl on the bed, dressed in asilken
nightgown, her lips painted, her hair brushed and arranged. For amoment the fear in his eyes gave way
to sadness, and then his face cracked open and he smiled, showing rotten stumps of teeth. “Y ou won't
last aday out there,” he said when he could speak.

“We'll see”
“Y our voice, your movements, everythingiswrong.”

“I'll learn. Listen: Eunuch. Drunken Eunuch. Pig. Drunken pig.” Experimentally, she sharpened her voice
into the accent of the starving class. “When | want your advice, I'll ask for it, drunk pig. Now get your
thingsand let'sgo.”

Part Two:
Executions

W hen Prince Abu was a boy, he enjoyed playing with dolls long after the age when most children tire
of them. Hisfather had died when he was young, one of the last casudties of the winter war. Shortly
after, hismother had drifted into orbit near a planet of her own, asilent world of penance and religious
ceremonid. He and hissster were raised by servants, by married aunts, by loud, bearded uncles home
on leave. These would bring him legions of toy soldiers, Starbridge officers on horseback, beautifully
painted, their banners streaming in the wind. But their faces were so fierce. Arranging them together, the
young prince found it hard to imagine conversations of any subtlety taking place anong them. On
horseback with the wind so strong, the men would have to shout just to make themselves heard above
thejingle of their bridles and the beeting of the flags. It was hard to imagine anything but harsh cries of
defiance. To be sure, the banners on their backs made some kind of dialogue, announcing in Starbridge
pictographs each man’ s name and obligations. “1 am brave,” said one. “I am not so brave as you, but
braver than he,” confided another. “| am scarcely brave at dl, but | am fearfully intdlligent,” confessed a
third. “Nevertheless, | will die next Tuesday from awound in the throat.”

For Prince Abu it was not enough. Instead he preferred the more fluid conversations that took placein
the hdlway of his sster’ sdollhouse. There an ederly gentleman pointed towards the sideboard. “ Do you
see that envelope next to the bottle of pills? It contains six photographs and aletter for my friend. You
must bring it to him quickly, for | will not leave this house again. Wait there for an answer. Asfor these
pills, take them once an hour. Thesefits of weeping will pass.”

“Yes, dr,” answersthe servant girl. But her white chinafaceis so ambiguous. Surdly sheredlizesthat by
thetime she ddiverstheletter, it will have logt its meaning.

Onthelast night of hislife the prince found that he could remember many of these conversations clearly.
He stood in the middle of his cell in Wanhope Prison Hospital, whispering them to himsdlf. These ones
from his childhood had a strange, digointed quality. What photographs? What pills?

Once, driving through the city in his motorcar, Prince Abu had told his cousin awhole story he had spun
up out of nothing while they were waiting for the traffic. Their chauffeur had stopped the car behind a
convoy of episcopal trucks. Up ahead, aman had been crushed beneath a cart, and the traffic had been
halted al along the street while the police pried the man’ s body from the mud. In an instant their car had
been surrounded by a swarm of beggars. Thanakar had put his window up, but Abu had rummaged in his



pockets and pulled out abig handful of change.

His cousin had sat back, smiling cynicaly, his eyes half-closed. And even Abu was not paying close
atention; he waslistening to the sound of his own voice againgt a background of murmured prayers, and
beggars chanting the nine benefits of generogity. But in amoment the cadence was interrupted by a
scream of rage and the sound of fists drumming on the roof. Prince Abu hatily rolled up hiswindow. His
handful of stone currency had contained a silver dollar; concentrating on his story, he had handed it out
with therest. A beggar’ sfingers had closed on it and disappeared, but as soon as the man had redlized
what it was, he dropped it in the mud, shaking hisfingers asif they had been burned. Gold and silver
were the Starbridge metds, forbidden to the poor, and in an ingtant all the men were shouting, outraged,
pressing their faces up againgt the glass.

“How can you be so cardess?” Dr. Thanakar had cried, after the police had come and gone and sent
them on their way. “How can you make fun of them? Next timethey’ll roll the car. We'rethat closetoa
revolution, and you haveto play thefool.”

“I don't think they would have hurt us” Abu had replied. “I thought you’ d welcome arevolution.”

“Y ou can't expect everyone to be like you. Not everyone can share your zest for self-destruction. This
system isabsurd, but at least we' re at the top. At least we' re better off than that.” Thanakar had
motioned out the windscreen of the car to where a crew stood working on the road, leaning on their
shovds, ligening to the ingtructions of ayoung priest in scarlet robes.

Alonein hisprison cdl, Prince Abu remembered hisfriend’ swords. A passion for self-destruction, he
thought. He examined the binding of the book of poetry in hishand and cast it wearily onto the bed. On
the table stood the remnants of hisdinner: curried plums and ginger, and walnutsin asiver dish. Not
trusting him with aknife and fork, the curates had given him aspoon. Therewas no glassor porcean
that he could bresk and use againgt himsealf. He had felt like a child with his spoon and meta cup.

Above him awindow was set into the quilted wall. He pulled a chair out from the table and climbed onto
it so that hisface waslevel with the bars. But he hesitated for aminute before he looked out, leaning his
head againgt the wall, rubbing his cheek againgt the yellow silk, examining the pattern up close. It was
againgt Starbridge custom to wear corrective lenses. Abu, who was myopic, took pleasurein looking
closdly at things, for at adistance of afew inches his eyes could magnify small objectsinto images of
great clarity. What from far away |ooked like specks upon the surface of the silken wall, up close he
could seethat they wereinsects, tiny black insects, clambering with difficulty over the uneven surface asif
over the hairs of aman’sarm. Thelamp from the table threw a soft, oblique light. Abu could seethe
shadows of theinsectson thewall.

He reached across to the window and chafed histhumb aong one of the silver bars. The guildmark of the
slversmith was sunk deep into the metal, a centaur carrying amachine gun, and Abu chafed the ball of his
thumb againgt thetiny figure. The silver had thickened dightly around the base of the bars, and the metal
was soft there, soft enough to take histhumbprint. The bars were wearing thin up at the top asthe metal
softened and ran down. Abu wondered whether the prison guards had to reverse them in their frame
from timeto time, to keep them from draining away.

He gripped the bars and pulled himself up to the windowsi Il and looked out. His cell was on the third
floor of the psychiatric ward, overlooking the courtyard. For an ingtant he saw everything clearly, and
then the blurred mist of his myopia settled down over the courtyard. But even so, he knew the space was
packed with people standing patiently in the rain, staring up at hiswindow with afocused concentration
that felt like heat on his bare cheeks. An arc light switched on down below and reached its blue beam up
through the bars of hiswindow to seize hold of hisface; he stood balanced on his chair, blinded and



blinking, while from the courtyard below him a sudden noise rose up, aroaring from athousand throats.
He couldn’t understand what they were saying.

He stood at the window, blinded, his mouth open, and then he turned away. A guard had entered the
room behind him, ahospita orderly in awhite robe. He was making the gestures of respect. When he
was finished, he stood erect, ayoung man with adark, heavy face. “ Congratulaions,” hesaid. “They’re
cheering for you.”

“I can’t understand whét they’ re saying.”
“They'resaying, ‘Saveud Saveus!’”
Embarrassed, Abu smiled, and rubbed hislipswith the back of hishand.

He had not washed in the week since he was taken, nor had he changed his clothes. He stood balanced
on hischair, the back of his head againgt the window. To the orderly, only the outline of hisbig, soft body
wasVvishble, only the outline of hisbalding head. He stood leaning back against the bars, lit from behind
by the arc light, acloud of blue radiance shining around his head.

“| took one of your undershirtsto rip up and sdll as souvenirs,” said the orderly. “To pay for the postage
and dl that. | thought you wouldn’t mind.”

Prince Abu smiled. “No, | don't care,” he said. “Did you get what | wanted?’

“Yes, gr.” The orderly dipped aquart of whiskey out of apaper bag. “| mailed the letter to your Sster,”
he said. “ Charity Starbridge. The courier had run away, so | took it directly to the post office” He
sghed. “The mails are undependabl e these days.”

“Thank you.”

“My privilege, Sr. Y ou're our most famous client now. There must be fifteen hundred peoplein the
courtyard, and | hear they are dready lining up aong the streets you'’ Il passtomorrow. The police are
expecting twenty thousand just around the bonfire.”

“How gratifying.”

“I know what you mean, Sir. But if you' re not doing it for the effect, why are you doing it? Y ou could just
stop it anytime you want. Y ou could just walk out of here, just by raising up your hand. Not that it
wouldn't be asort of anticlimax.”

Prince Abu smiled. “Well, that'sit, isn'tit?1'velet thingsgo so far.” He brought the palm of hisright
hand up in front of hisnose, so that he could seein minute detail the mark of the golden sun, the most
powerful tattoo in Charn. He examined it mournfully. It had been the curse and burden of hislife, along,
sad practical joke, for what use was power without strength or will or faith?“No,” he said. “It' stoo late
now. Wherewould | go?’

In that phase of spring, many people still believed that diseases could be spread by music, that sickness
could be wakened in the blood by certain combinations of notes. Priests and bankers used thisfear to
guard their holy places. They decorated bank vaults and granarieswith musicd notations set into thetile.
And when a Starbridge woman married in those days, the priest would mark the threshold of her
husband’ s house. Hewould paint aline of notes dong the ingde of the sill, using amixture of attar and
albumen, invisible, yet potent too. In those days it was against custom for awoman to step outside her
husband’ s house until she was past childbearing age.



Raksha Starbridge squatted over the doorjamb of the princess s gpartment, trying to make it out. He had
rubbed the facel ess marble with amixture of lemon juice and wine, and now he moved alighted match
along the stone. Gradually aline of notes came clear, blackened by the flame.

“There,” he said. He sat back on his ankles, the match trembling in his hand.

“What doesit say?’ asked Charity. The parson had aready crossed over and sat in the hallway, but she
dill lingered inthedoor.

“Oh, God, | don’t know,” complained the parson. “It’ s been so long. It's coded to your name.” He
rubbed the matchstick along the line of notes. “1 thought you didn’t believein this shit.”

“Judt tell mewhat it says”

The parson smiled and showed his rotten teeth. He gave her ady wink and then started to hum alittle
tune. Charity put her fingersin her ears. “Stop it!” she commanded. “ Just tell me.”

“Oh, | don’'t know. It' s about remorse. Self-hatred. An outbreak of salf-hatred. It saysyou' |l be dead in
two monthsif you cross over. Suicide.”

The princess laughed. Relieved, she stepped over the threshold. “ Then they’retoo late,” she said. And
then she looked back through the open doorway, suddenly afraid. The atrium stretched into the shadows,
lined with cabinets and family portraits. Here and there she could see glimpses of frescos, tapestries, and
carpets through the open doorways bordering the hall; she had lit al of the lamps before she went and
run quickly through each room, passing her hands over the marble bugts, touching the spines of her
favorite books, inhaling, suddenly resengtized, the fragrances of her lifetime in those rooms: dust, hashish,
cedar, and old stone. Suddenly resensitized, she had seen asif for the first time the beauty of a ewer of
cut glass. She had batted it to the floor, and it had broken into athousand parts. “What' sthat?’ Raksha
Starbridge had cried. He had been looting the kitchen cabinets for food, looking for money inthe
pockets of her husband’ s suits.

But as she heditated on the threshold, it was asif she were searching for reasonsto be afraid. Assoon as
she stepped into the outside corridor, then she was no longer superdtitious. In that one moment she shed
the whole impossible burden of her marriage, laying it down insde the door where she had picked it up
the only other time that she had crossed that sl the day she had warned the old man. Shefelt like achild
again. And though the old man had always been gentle, and though she had cried until her eyeswere sore
the day she heard that he was dead, and though he and her brother had been the only two companions
she had had to help her carry the burden of that house, till she left the old man’s memory there too. She
ran down the outside corridor towards the elevator banks, suddenly remembering what it had been like,
her wedding procession aong that same hall, up from her mother’ s gpartment on the thirty-fourth floor.
Assheran, the empty monthsfedl away, asif even the memory of them could not exist outside the
perfumed atmosphere of her hushand' s house. She remembered how it had been before; more than that,
shefdtitin her body. At Starbridge Dayschools she had been eighth in her class, winning prizesin
physics, mathematics, archery, and law. She had written athesisin silver ink, using awhole arcane
vocabulary of knowledge. So long ago—now, running down the corridor towards the elevator, the only
word she could remember wassyzygy .

Raksha Starbridge hurried after her. Sick of him, disgusted by his ugliness, sheran fag, tryingto lose him
in the empty passageways. At the devator banks she kept her finger on the button, hearing the bell ring
somewhere far below. But no one came. Once she heard one of the express cars at the end of the row
rattle past her, ascending rapidly, but it didn’t stop. Out of bregath, she leaned against the metal doors.
The corridor was dark here, the carpet dusty, the walls faded and stained. A statuette of Angkhdt the



God of Light crouched in aniche above the button for the elevator, histongue asmall dectric bulb.
Looseinitssocket, it flickered miserably.

Raksha Starbridge appeared at the turning of the passage. “ These are dll broken,” he announced. “We'll
have to take the service car from the floor below.” But at that moment the door she was leaning against
opened, revealing agnomelike operator, perhaps the same one who had taken her upstairs on her
wedding day. Then he had bowed amost to the floor and made an elaborate dance out of the gestures of
respect, for she had been dressed in purest white, with a necklace of flowers from the bishop’sown
garden. But now he peered at her with eyesfull of hodtility. Astonished, she stared back at him, expecting
him at any moment to drop his eyes and bring his knucklesto his forehead. Then she remembered her
new clothes.

“What do you want?’ asked the gnome.
“Please, Sir, can you take me down?”’

Hedidn't answer, and Charity was afraid she had gotten the accent wrong. He shook his head and
dared at her, and then he said, “ That guard tell methat girl run loose up here. That girl break in. That girl
you?’

“Nogr.” Shetook a step backwards, suddenly glad that Raksha Starbridge had come up beside her.
And when he put hishand on her shoulder, shedidn’t pull away. “ She' swith me,” said the parson. He
winked.

Deeply suspicious, the gnome peered out at the parson’ s ragged cassock, the neck of hiswine bottle
gicking from his pocket, hisfilthy hair, hisbroken fingernals. Then, dowly, asif unwillingly, he put hisfist
to hisforehead and bowed low. He was powerless to do otherwise, no matter what he thought. He
stepped back into the car and gave them space to enter.

All theway down, Charity could fed the pressure of his sareitching between her shoulderblades. The
elevator was asmdl one, paneled with exctic carvings, upholstered in green velvet. The lights had burned
out, but the gnome had hung alantern of his own devising from ahook in the ceiling; it was touching,
thought Charity, how closdy he dtill clung to his duty, even though the city was on fire and most of his
masters had already run away. These positions were hereditary. No doubt the gnome had spent his
wholelifein that car. Perhaps he had even been born on the overstuffed banquette. He carried some
priest’s crude rendition of an devator’ s button pane etched into the skin below hislittle finger.

Charity had covered her own pamswith paint; they felt sticky and unclean as shetightened and relaxed
her fists. She thought she could understand something of the gnome' s deep disapprova, hisfear of
pollution, hisfedling of possessiveness about hislittle car. Shetoo felt polluted by the parson’shand on
her bare shoulder. When the doors opened on the ground floor, she jumped out quickly. “Please,” she
said, turning back towards the gnome to apol ogize, but then she stopped. Without thinking, she had used
the honorific appropriate to their stations, a princess and a palace servant. She stopped when she saw
thelook of horror on hisface, but the parson was behind her and grabbed her by the arm. “Filthy dut,”
he muttered. “Don’t give yoursdlf airs”

Then he pulled her away through the enormous gallery &t the bottom of the building. Their footsteps
echoed over the empty tiles, stirring up eddies of tiny green birds. Clouds of birds migrated through the
digtant vaults, following congtellations set into the stone, mosaic figures of the zodiac. Charity looked up
with an open mouth. Wineshops, bookshops, dress shops, and delicatessens stretched around her ina
circle. Many were boarded up and dark, but the lights were on in afew restaurants, and in afew of the
offices priests and seminarians kept late hours, dozing over the ledgers and accounts.



Charity stared up, entranced. “Isthat the sky?’” she whispered, but the parson didn’'t answer. Instead, he
dragged her away, onward through passageways and colonnades, through waiting rooms and mirrored
halls. And findly they passed through the first gates, into avast deserted courtyard under the open sky. It
wasadmost morning.

Underneath the statue of Cosro Starbridge and his nine sons, they rested in athicket of stonelegs.
Charity was eager to go on. The parson lagged behind, leaning againgt the ankle of the youngest son.

He hung back, out of breath, and with trembling fingers he unscrewed the top of his pint of wine. He
threw his skinny head back to taste the last of it, and then he pointed forward, the bottle till in his hand.
Acrossthe yard stood an ancient gate, flanked on both sides by seated statues of Beloved Angkhdt. A
quote from holy scripture was carved into the pediment between them: “ Set me onfire, fill me with your

Giddy in the open air, Charity danced over the pavement and stood beneath it, and there was something
in the stone muzzles of the god that made her pause, puzzling out the uncouth words, obscure in any
language. “What does it mean?’ she asked as the parson staggered up.

Scowling, heturned his head away. Among the refuse of his mind he groped for the continuation of the
text, learned in seminary long before, when hewasyoung. And in alittlewhilehefoundit: “ *. .. For I am
yours, my beloved, now especidly, while the morning is till sweet, and the morning sarsare hiddenina
gauzeof mig...”

“What doesit mean?’ repeated Charity.

The parson scowled. “ It means the world belongsto us,” he said. “To Starbridges. To you and me.” He
flicked his empty bottle away over the stones, and it shattered in acorner of thewal. And asif that were
some kind of signd, the doors trembled and grated open with ahollow booming noise, splitting avay
from Charity as she stood on the threshold, showing her the world for the first time. From where she
stood, asmal stair led down into the garden of the same temple she had seen from far above, where the
gdlows stood like aclump of trees, poisoning the air with bitter fruit. Soldiers patrolled the steps, paying
no attention to her in her yellow dress, though they saluted the parson as he hobbled down beside her.

The ar waswarmer here and it wasfull of smells. That wasthefirg thing she noticed, the air so rich that
it seemed hard to breathe, so thick with odors: cinnamon and cloves, urine and gasoline, onions and wet
mud. A woman sprawled out on the steps next to the captain of the guard, dressed in the peach-colored
uniform of the guild of progtitutes, smoking hashish from ameta pipe, and as Charity passed, shethrew
her head back and laughed aoud. Farther below, aboy gnawed furtively on aradish. And below him the
garden wasfull of people, clustered around the bases of the gibbets, talking with strange urgency,
gesticulating and pointing. Charity stepped down into the mud. Immediately she was surrounded by a
mass of peoplejostling againgt her, jabbering in languages she didn’t know. Happy and excited, she
reached out her hands. The warm air, the sweet on her bare skin, the mud between her toes, dl filled her
with an ecgtasy that was close to nausea, afeding of pollution more vita than anything she had
experienced before. She was ready to begin.

In those daysit was the fashion for the priests of Charn to mutilate themselves. The bishop's secretary
had approved a new trandation of the Song of Angkhdt, and one new verse was widely quoted: “Break
mein pieces, oh my beloved. Have | not hands, mouth, eyes, feet, heart . . . 7” And so dl spring the
sreetswerefull of flagdlants, and priests would mutilate themselves on their own dtars, in bloody public
rituds. Individudly, it gave them some authority. It was an impressive sight to watch an old man get up at
the atar rail to preach, his eyes burned out of his head.



But nothing was more pathetic than to see acrowd of prieststogether, and that morning in the council
chamber of the Inner Ear, on October 45th, in the eighth phase of spring, there must have been two
hundred douching in their chairs, rows and rows of blind, footless, fat old men. Many were already dead,
mere skeletons wrapped in gorgeous robes, their miters dipping from their polished skulls. Many more
were dmost dead, carried up from their gpartments on the backs of servants. For no one had wanted to
miss that meeting, dead or not.

The council chamber was built in the shape of ashdlow amphithester, high in the centra tower of the
Temple of Kindness and Repair, on ahill overlooking the city. In front of the chamber was araised dais,
and behind it stretched a greet flat pane of solid glass, forty feet from edge to edge, mined unbrokenina
single piece during the reign of the eighteenth bishop. From the dais you could see the city spreading out
to the horizon, held inits cup of hills, and in the distance, miles away, the Mountain of Redemption
loomed through the mist and smoke. Between the temple and the mountain, the valey floor was covered
with a congeries of streets and walls and spires and gilded domes. Y ou could see the river snaking
through down to the port, or where the port had been before the war with Caladon had throttled it.

On the dais stood the bishop’ sthrone, but it was empty. Besideit in asmaller chair of carved obsidian
sat Chrism Demiurge, the bishop’ s secretary. He was an old, emaciated man, with the face and gestures
of an old scavenger bird. With long, bloodless fingers he plucked restlesdy at hisrobe. He looked
around at the assembled company.

Presently helifted his pocket watch up to hisface, and with hisleft hand he pulled back his eyelids so that
his right eye bulged out of its socket. In that way he could tdl what timeit was, for he was afflicted with a
peculiar kind of blindness. He could perceive color and movement, but not form. Holding hiswatch an
inch away from hisright eye, he could see the motion of the hands.

And when the watch hands had aigned themsdvesinto an angle that he thought he recognized, he
produced a bell from among the folds of hisrobe and rang it. It had no effect. Therewasno lesseningin
the noise around him after the clear, sweet tone had died away. The buzz and twitter of the voices of the
council continued as before, until the secretary stooped to touch a golden cord that ran over hisfeet.
Long, snuous, metdlic, it ran awvay from him on either Sdein agrest circle around the auditorium,
looping through the banks of seets. It ran through the fingers of the assembled priests, a golden serpent
with agolden voice, acord of telepathic sorcery that linked the members of the council. Asthe secretary
chafed it with histhumbnail, the priestsfell slent one by one.

“Gentlemen,” said Chrism Demiurge. Quiet and ingstent, hisvoicefilled the chamber. He said, “Wedon't
have much timeleft. Thereis no timefor usto argue. Instead | want to show you what | saw. It givesme
pain to do so, but aminister of God has certain duties to the truth. The truth,” he repeated gently, and
then he held out his hands. He had replaced his bell and watch back in the pockets of his robe, but in one
hand he still grasped the telepathic cord. With the other he made a soft, caressing gesture. A brazier was
&t into the stonefloor in front of him, and on it burned asmall red smokelessfire. It flared up suddenly
under hisfingers and then subsided as the light in the chamber faded down to darkness. Mist gathered
outside the window behind the secretary’ s back, and the rain beat down. Soon the shadows lay thick in
all the corners of the room, and there was no sound except the old man’ s soft, gentle voice. “1 saw her,”
hesad. “God help me”

Animage formed out of the shadow, floating abovethelittlefire. At first it wasjust acloud of radiance,
amber-colored, soothing to the eye. Yet it didn’t seem to lighten any of the dark around it; it just hung
there over thefire, and gradually it acquired mass and bulk and shape and became the figure of awoman
gtting cross-legged in the air. She was naked, surrounded by animbus of amber light, and her hair was
black and fell in heavy curls around her shoulders. In alittle while she raised her head, and dl around the



room the golden cord glowed dimly as the priests recognized her, even the blind ones.

The thirty-second bishop of Charn had the pale skin peculiar to the children of that season. It had a
richnesstoit, like something edible, some sweet kind of dessert. She had been born in the third phase of
gpring; now five thousand days later shewas still most agirl. Her body had akind of awkwardness
about it, because it was fill changing. There was some clumsinessin the way she pushed her hair back,
the way she shifted her position and stretched out her legs. Naked, she had not yet learned
self-consciousness. But her face was awoman’ sface, with agravity beyond her age. Last child of an
ancient family, she had been raised by priestsin the fastness of the temple, and the endless round of
rituas had | eft their mark upon her face, had given her an appreciation of futility unusua in one so young.
But there was arrogance, too, burning in her clear black eyes, for she had lived her wholelifein the
courts of power and learned much.

She stretched out onto her back, arching her spine so that her breasts flattened down. She raised her
arms above her head, in agesture so languorous and inviting that it would have changed the breathing of
most normal men. But in that chamber full of eunuch priests and half-dead corpses, the golden serpent
glowed dully. Therewas no interest of that kind. Perhaps afew of the observers, keener and more
perceptive than the rest, might have redlized that the image made by Chrism Demiurge possessed a
physical perfection beyond even that of the origind. The bishop’s skin was't that sweet, nor her hair that
heavy, nor that black. He had made her perfect for reasons of his own, out of a sentiment that was
perhapsthe last spark of feding left in hisold breast. Or perhaps it was out of asense of contragt, to
make the change more poignant when the cat materialized between her legs, ahuge, rough yelow tomcat
with amissng ear. And when it legped between her legs onto her somach and lay down, its paws made
dirty prints on her white skin.

The apparition of the cat made chaosin the chamber. One priest shouted aoud, and others muttered
prayers. The golden cord glowed hot white for an ingtant. But in alittle while, above the noise of the
outrage came the ringing of the secretary’ sbell and his soft voice saying, “Itistrue. | saw her with the
demon, not ten feet from the dtar of our God. | saw her. With my own.. . . eyes”

As he spoke, the cat became a demon indeed, under the influence of his caressing hand. It grew huge,
bigger than the bishop, with adistorted, masklike face, dl lipsand gaping eyes. It licked her breastswith
itsgreat lolling tongue, and scratched her shoulders until the blood came. And when it pushed her legs
gpart to penetrate her, even in that circle of eunuchs there were some who cried out, astonished that her
small body could accommodate so furious an attack.

On the morning of October 45th, in the eighth phase of spring, the council passed avote of censure, and
in arider to another hill, the bishop was condemned to death, for witchcraft and for heresy. The vote was
close, theroll call takenin complete silence. Everybody understood the importance of what was
happening. And when Chrism Demiurge cast his vote, asigh rose up around the chamber, an exhdation
of relief. Everybody knew that they had taken an irrevocable step. Later historians, describing the events
that led up to the October Revolution, wrote that the council at thistime was overtaken by akind of
frenzy, like apack of starving dogsthat, for want of further prey, findly turn upon themsdves. They point
to tyrants and oligarchs of other years, who by combinations of good judgment and good luck managed
to keep their governmentsintact amost to summer. They conclude that the council of the Inner Ear, that
spring, must have been in the grip of some collective madness, to persist so long in policiesthat led up to
their own destruction. Thisisnot true.

In fact that day, which wasto end with the mutiny of the bishop’s private guard and two regiments of her
soldiers, garted in an aimosphere of cam. All night the crowds had rioted around the Mountain of
Redemption, but by dawn they had dispersed back to their own parishes, where food was till being
distributed at the end of morning prayer. And at nine o’ clock the westher broke, and the sun came out



for half an hour. Charity and Raksha Starbridge had stopped in a vacant lot where some buildings had
been torn down. The princess climbed up on a hunk of masonry to look back at the palace where she
had lived her wholelife, while the parson squatted below her, wrapped in hisfilthy robe. “Come down,”
he cried. “ Don’'t waste your time.”

Waste? thought Charity. The Starbridge towers rose above the house, delicate spires of glass and Stone,
glinting in the sun. Behind them the mountain filled the Sky, tier after tier of battlements, and Charity could
see soldiers pacing back and forth aong the nearest parapets. The mist had parted on the mountain’s
crest, and even at that distance Charity could see the work up there, the cranes and winches, the great
soaring arches of unfinished stone, al covered with black scaffolding.

A wind blew down out of the mountain carrying noises from the work site, amuted throbbing and the
grind of gears. Stedl cables hundreds of feet long dragged aload of bricks and sand up towardsthe
summit. Charity followed it with her outstretched finger. “What' sthat?’ she asked. Living onitslower
dopes, she had never guessed the prison’s bulk. But the parson looked up grimly. “The timeis coming,”
he muttered, “when al men will befree. Women, too,” he muttered, smiling suddenly. That morning he
had eaten three or four white pills, and his hands were shaking. When he got to his feet, he staggered and
amogt fell. “Comeon,” he cried, lurching back acrossthe lot to where asmal aleyway led down
towardstheriver.

Charity looked at his greasy head, his spotted neck. Shetoo felt giddy, drunk from sensation, and she
was staring wide-eyed at every new thing. She was standing on a broken block of carving two yards
high, apiece from the shoulder of afdlen satue. She sat down and swung her legs over the side, kicking
at the ridge of an enormous ear. She spread her hand over the surface of the stone. Therain had painted
it with sugar scum; it was rough and pitted to her touch, and pools of sugar had collected in the joints
between the stones. She brought her fingers up to her face, smiling at the sweet, nauseating odor, the
taste of honey mixed with gasoline. So much smiling was making her cheekstired.

Strange sounds came down the adleyway and drifted out into the lot near where the parson picked his
way among the rubble. Charity could hear drumbests and the sound of bells rising above amuddled,
whining chant. The parson stopped and rocked back on his hedls. Helooked anxious and afraid, but the
princess was happy because there, framed in the entrance to the aleyway, painted on alarge square
standard, was the portrait of aface she knew.

Caught by the breeze, it bellied towards her out of the opening, supported from behind by men carrying
long poles. They strutted out into the yard, and behind them marched a procession of perhaps forty men
and women. They blew whistles and rang handbells, and they had looted drums out of sometemple, long
black hollow logs covered with carvings. Each drum took two men to carry it; they took careful steps
over the uneven ground, while others beat aragged rhythm using sticks wrapped in red flanndl.

Sitting on the fallen statue, Princess Charity clapped her hands and laughed, because the banner above
them was unrolling on the wind, and the face that it carried was the face of her brother, Abu Starbridge.
In alittle while the marchers had found an open space, where the ground was clear for acircle of thirty
feet. They put the banner up on poles stuck in the dirt.

They were atroupe of traveling dancers, and benegth the banner six or seven men and women went
through a pantomime of recognition and welcome, embracing each other and dapping each other’s
pams. Therest spread out in acircle around them, and Charity jumped down from her perch and came
close, standing next to Raksha Starbridge in the crowd. Thelot wasfilling up with people. Men straggled
in from neighboring streets, and groups of children rolled their hoops and pointed and chattered to each
other in high voices.



“What isit?" asked Charity.

“Passion players,” answered the parson. “I1t' saplay about your brother’ stria. Look, there heis” He
pointed to a dancer who was putting on his costume and his mask.

“Why? What happened?’

The parson looked at her. “I can't believe you haven't heard,” he said. “Y ou must be the only personin
Charn who doesn’t know. Today is his execution day.”

Suddenly there weretearsin her eyes. “Don't say it,” she cried. “ They will not dare.”

The parson shrugged and turned his attention to the play. Around them the crowd was quieting down.
One of the dancers had put on a quilted jacket and a mask: abad head and a high white forehead. He
drank liquor out of an empty bottle and made amime of drunkenness, ssumbling and staggering around
the circle until the crowd roared. Then he held his hand up for slence. His pam was painted with the
symbol of the sun.

“How dare they?” whispered Charity, tearsin her eyes. “How can they make fun of him? Heisaprince
of Charn.”

“Hush,” warned the parson, and put hisfingers on her arm. “They mean no disrespect,” he muttered. “On
the contrary. You'll see”

The play started. It was in pantomime and hard to understand for someone who knew nothing of the
story. In most cases people seemed to know, and those who didn’t know were quickly told by othersin
the crowd. All around there was ahum of talk. Charity plucked the deeve of her companion after every
scene, whispering, “What is hgppening? What is happening now?’

“How can you be so ignorant?’ grumbled Raksha Starbridge. “ The whole city knowsthis story. Look,
there’ sthe church. Y ou know, where the fire started.”

Four dancers sat cross-legged on the ground, joined at wrists and ankles with gray scarves, indicating
manacles. Above them stood another dancer, dressed in the red robes of priesthood. His mask was
grotesgue and distorted, painted half face, haf skull, and he held apillow out in front of him to indicate
hisfat.

“Parish chaplain,” muttered the parson as Charity tugged hisarm. “ Can't you see? He' sdelivering a
sermon to the prisoners.”

The parish chaplain staked around the circle, gesticulating and shaking hisfigts, while below him the
prisoners groveled and hung their heads. But then Prince Abu stumbled in. Standing in the middle of the
circle, heraised hisright hand to show the tattoo of the golden sun. For an instant no one moved. And
then the prince and the chaplain were struggling in elaborate mock battle, full of kicks and pratfals, until
the chaplain tripped and fell, and it was over. The prince stood above hisfalen adversary. Hetook a
drink out of hisempty bottle, and then he squatted down among the prisoners, pulling the scarves away
from their ankles and their hands, helping them to their feet.

But then more dancers were legping into the circle from the crowd. Dressed in black, with black, empty
masks, they joined hands around Prince Abu and the knot of prisoners. Again, the prince raised his hand,
and for an ingant everyone was till.

Then one of the prisoners jumped forward, swinging hisgray scarf, and one of the black soldiers of the
purgefell, holding his head. He had hidden some red paint in the pam of hishand, and ashefdl, he



dresked hishair withit, leaving along red smear.

It wasasigna for pandemonium, as prisoners and soldiers struggled together. They formed a spinning
circle around the prince; he stood untouched. Then suddenly al was quiet. The dancers threw themselves
to the ground, frozen in various attitudes of prostration, while ayoung girl stepped over theminto the
middle of the circle, and twirled agraceful pirouette. She was dressed in aragged shirt of orange and

red, and her mask was red, and her naked arms were decorated with amotif of flames as sheraised
them to the sky. Then she began to dance, graceful and dow, moving among the other dancers, and
when she touched them, they collapsed and lay il

“She' sthefire,” whispered Raksha Starbridge, asthe princesstugged hisarm. “ Oh, you know. Y our
brother broke into the chapdl while the chaplain was preaching to the condemned prisoners. Y our
brother freed them on his own authority, but then there was a fight. The building caught fire, that’sdl.”

The girl danced around the circle, making exquisite gestures with her hands, while musiciansin the crowd
beat arhythm on the drums. The drumming worked up to afrenzy and then stopped suddenly with a
single hollow best. The dancers got up and dusted themsdlves off and mixed in with the crowd, but the
play wasn't over. But it had changed direction, and for the princess the second part was easier than the
first to understand. It was asif the first part were describing events that everyone aready knew, and
therefore did not have to be explained. But the second part was news. It was the story of Prince Abu’s
trial and condemnation; aboy stood up to tell it in ahigh, sweet voice. He was dressed in white. Ashe
spoke, one or more of the dancers behind him acted out the words. When the time came for dialogue,
they supplied it, their voices faint and muffled through their masks.

“I' know thesethings aretrue,” the young boy was saying, holding his hands up for silence. “1 know these
things are true because | saw them. | am witnessto the truth. | was there, and when the roof of the
chapd fdl, | saw him shield my mother’ s body with hisown. | saw him on thefloor, crushed under a
falen beam, hisface covered with soot. And when they took him up and carried him to prison, they
didn’t recognize him. They put him with therest of us. Thiswasin the Mountain of Redemption, inthe
second tier. | know it because | went with him. | was by his side when he woke up. There were three
hundred of ustherein thelong hal, men and women and young children, and helived there with us, and
he shared our water and our food. We knew what he was, a prince sent down from Paradise to help us.
At any time he could have raised his hand and made them set him free. He carried the tattoo of the
golden sun. But he had covered it with soot and dirt, so that he would not be recognized. And the guards
who cameto bring us food never guessed who he was, but we knew. His flesh was sacred, and he had
the hedler’ s gift. He touched uswith his own hands. His pockets were full of candy, and he shared it with
us. He showed us games like hop scotch and the jumping rope. And we were happy, until the day we
came before the judge.”

A dancer near Charity was putting on his makeup and his mask. And when he stepped into the circle of
the stage, there were shouts of anger from the audience, and people spat and shook their fists. She
touched the parson’sarm. “Who'sthat?’ she asked.

“Lascar Starbridge. He sthejudge. They’ veredly done him up. Look at hisarms.”

Lascar Starbridge was taking his seat on the back of one of the other dancers, who knelt down on her
hands and knees. He was alittle man with trembling hands, and his skin was painted white, and stresks
of black ran up hisarms, to emphasize his veins. On the mask his eyes were painted red and black, and
he had black teeth, red gums, and ablack tongue.

“He'san addict,” explained Raksha Starbridge. “L ook how they hate him! Bastard! He knows hewon't
livelong. It makes him cardlesswith the lives of others.”



Again peoplein the crowd were shouting and hissing, and some even threw stones. “1 saw him once,”
continued the parson. “In his court it’s aheresy to speak in your own defense. He saysthat in thetimeit
takesto argue, other criminas might go free. He Stsfor sx hoursat atime, handing out sentences asthe
prisonersfile past. He projectstheir tattoos onto a screen. He' s aways mixing up the dides. He' stoo
high to ssegtraight.”

Lascar Starbridge’ s voice was durred and feeble. Asthe dancers moved past him, he asked their names,
and they would pantomine putting their handsinto the projection machine. Another dancer held aspira
pad of drawing paper up behind the judge’ s head, and as each dancer passed, he flipped another page
over from the back, to show the different tattoos. Each page had ahand drawn on it, and on each pam
was drawn one of the recurrent symbols of the criminally poor: a spiderweb, a checkerboard, apick and
shovel, ahangman’ s noose.

In the audience, men and women rubbed their own hands together and they groaned. For Charity there
was something poignant in the sound, so that for the first time the drama came divefor her, and she could
see apicture of the strange scenein her mind as it must have been, the line of broken prisoners, and
among them her own brother, Abu, not the dancer with his greasepaint and his mask but her own sweet
brother, standing fat and tall.

“What isyour name?’ asked the beadle.

“Abu Starbridge. Prince. . . Abu Starbridge.” He was swesting heavily, and the light shone on hisbad
forehead. Hisface was dirty and his clothes werein rags, but at the sound of hisvoice, there was sudden
slencein the courtroom. A dozen clerks stopped writing and |ooked up. The magistrate sat back in his
chair, grimacing and showing histeeth. He looked terrified. Lifting hisgave, he haf-turned so that he
could seethe dide of the prince' s hand, projected on the screen behind him. The tattoo of the golden sun
seemed to spray the room with light.

“What' sthe charge?” mumbled Lascar Starbridge, grimacing and shuffling his papers.
“Disturbing the peace,” said the beadle. “Inciting to riot. There must be some mistake. .. ."

“Enough,” interrupted the magistrate. “ That' s enough. The prisoner is remanded to the psychiatric ward
of Wanhope Hospital for observation. Next case.” His cheek was twitching and he raised one hand to
smooth it. The pupils of his eyeswere shrunken down to pinpricks, and his skin had an unhealthy pallor.

Prince Abu smiled. “Thereisno mistake,” he said. “ Cousin, please. Might | remind you that thelast nine
men and women up before you on this charge were al sentenced to death?’

The magistrate glared at him and leaned forward over hisdesk. “Areyou mad?’ he hissed. “'Y ou must be
mad. Take him away. No, sop,” he shouted, as the guards moved forward. “Don’t touch him. HE sa
Starbridge. Areyou insane?’ he asked, stroking the twitch in his cheek.

Hewas not insane, not yet. But he wastired. All night he had sat drinking and listening to voicesin the
crowd outsde his cell. Unable to deep, he had pulled achair up under the window and sat back with his
head againgt thewall. And from time to time the wall would resonate to the sound of some speechmaker
shouting through a megaphone. Once or twice he had stood up on the chair to look out through the bars,
and then the noise of the people had risen like awave. A thousand people stood outside hiswindow, in
the courtyard of the hospitd, intherain.

He had sat with a pen and notebook in hislap, thinking to write a poem before he died, something
magnanimous and fine, but nothing came. And towards morning he must have dept, for he wasjolted
awake by the sound of gunfire and bresking glass. Spring sunlight was prodding gently through his



window, making awhite mark on the floorboards at hisfeet. The lamps had al gone out. His pen and his
paper had falen to the floor. And one of the hospital orderlies stood before him, holding breakfast on a
glver tray.

Jolted from deep, the prince woke with a cry. He heard bangs and smashes coming from the courtyard,
and the sound of bells. “What . . . 7 he sammered. “What . . . 7’ Hiseydidsfluttered with the effort of

Speech.

“A great change has come,” said the orderly. Sepulchral and grave, he stood like a statue, dressed in a
white smock. Hisface had taken on that look of respectful reproach so familiar to the prince, and Abu
closed hiseyesto block it out. His mouth was foul with drinking, and his neck was sore.

“There' sbeen achange,” repeated the orderly. He was amiddle-aged man. In those days superannuated
and wounded soldiers were put to work in hospitals and prisons. This man’s cheek and neck were rough
with scars, and hisleft hand was made of wood. His head was shaved in a style forbidden by law except

to certain grades of soldiers.

Prince Abu rubbed his forehead with hishand. “ Are they trying to set mefree?’

“No, gr,” replied the orderly. “Where do you want this?’ Without waiting for a response, he turned back
towardsthe table and put down histray.

The prince roseto hisfeet. He stepped up onto his chair to look out his window into the courtyard. It
was awesk, milky morning, and the rain had stopped. The crowd was still there, in diminished numbers.
But it had lost its singleness; no one looked up towards Abu’ s window now. People stood arguing in
groups or sat glumly on the ground. The torches and the bonfires had al burned out, and columns of pale
smoke rose up from the cinders.

“What happened?’ Abu asked.

Behind him the orderly stood till, his wooden fingers clamped around the saucer of an empty coffee cup.
“Forgiveme, sir,” hesaid. “| want to ask you something. I’ ve never met aprince before. I’ ve never seen
one, not up close. What | want to know is, are you adifferent kind of man? Physically, | mean.
Geneticdly.”

The prince leaned forward until his bald head rested against the silver bars. He had such a headache.
Behind him the orderly was il talking: “Forgiveme, Sir. | fed that | can speak fredly, because soon you
will be dead. It'sjust that you don’t seem to be behaving rationally. Not just you. When | was with the
army, the priests and the officers behaved like crazy men. | saw a priest set fire to a powder wagon. He
blew himself to pieces and twelve of hisown soldiers. Coffee, Sr?’

“Thank you. Milk, no sugar.”

In the courtyard, in the crowd, agroup of soldiers stood arguing. One of them was making furious
gestures with hisfists; he broke away from the others and ran afew steps forward, and then he stripped
his black cap from off his head and stripped off his black tunic, and threw them down into the mud. Abu
watched him.

“It' snot rationd,” said the orderly behind him. “And you'rejust asbad, gr. | mean no disrespect. But |
cantdl, you'regoing to let them kill you. And there sno reason for it. Y ou could just walk out of here.
They’d do anything you said. They’d haveto.”

Prince Abu raised hisfingersto hisheed. “| refuseto claim my privileges under asystem | despise,” he



said. In the courtyard a scuffle had broken out. The man who had taken off his coat was being kicked
and beaten by two of his companions.

“Tell mewhat happened,” said the prince.

The orderly raised Abu’ s coffee cup to smdll it and then lowered it again. “The council’ s voted to
condemn the bishop,” he said. “ The announcement just went up. Tomorrow night she burns.”

Abu'scdl waslarge and spacious. Itswallswere lined with silk. The door was set into an acove, behind
some curtains, and as the prince turned around he saw that someone was standing there. Someone had
entered without knocking, an old priest in purple robes.

As Abu looked at him over the orderly’ s shoulder, the priest smiled and put hisfinger to hislips.

Unaware of him, the orderly was gill talking: “1’m not ardigious man. But even o, it’slunacy. Y ou make
someone into aliving goddess and then you burn her at the stake. | tell you, they must beinsane. Whole
regiments have taken oaths of persond alegiance to the bishop. Half the city worships her. If the council
triesto burn her, there'll be civil war. Theré'll bearevolution.”

“How interesting,” said the priest behind him. “How very . . . interesting.” He was an old man, with white
hair and a predatory face. On his collar he was wearing the ensign of the Inner Ear, an anvil, agtirrup,
and an eardrum, fashioned exquisitely in gold. Unlike most priests, he wore no other jewelry. Hisrobe,
too, was plain and unembroidered.

Abu had not seen hisuncle since he was alittle boy, yet he was sure this man was he, Lord Chrism
Demiurge, secretary of the council. It was not that Abu recognized hisface. But his voice seemed to
speak out of the quietest recesses of the prince' s childhood. Gentle, barely audible, it seemed to linger in
theair and fill it with softness and dry menace. The Slence that surrounded it was absolute. In perfect
slence, the orderly turned his head. In silence he replaced the prince’ s coffee cup on thetray. In silence
he began to make the gestures of respect.

“Don't,” said the priet, till smiling, holding out hishand. “In the past minute you have dready committed
two crimes. Y ou have dandered the bishop’ s council and you have spoken the wordrevolution . Both
are forbidden under emergency Statute Two-twenty-one-J, among others. The Prophet Angkhdt tells

us. .. but no matter. No, don’'t go,” he continued, as the orderly changed his gesturesto imply an urgent
duty elsewhere. “1 am interested in what you have to say. Only be careful, | warn you.”

Prince Abu stepped down off hischair. “Please, Uncle,” he began, but the priest held up hisforefinger.
Hehad acircle of slver lipstattooed around his fingertip, and hisfingernail protruded like atongue. The
mark entitled him to talk without being interrupted. “Go on,” he said. “ Speak, my son. Go on with your
andysis. Only be careful.”

Sowly, stiffly, the orderly went down on his knees. His face was dack with fear, and he sammered
when he spoke. “My Lord,” hesaid. “Oh God, please. . .”

The priest smiled, asif the name of God contained a private joke. “Ah,” he said gently. “Perhapsit is not
true, then, that you are not ardigious man. But to call on God now, in this context, couldn’t that be called

hypocrisy?”

“Uncle, sop,” said Abu. “Don’t bully him.” But again the old man lifted up hisforefinger. There was
slencefor afull minute, and then the orderly began to speak. Knedling on the floor, his head bowed and
turned away, amid much swallowing and hesitation, he said, “1 knew it. It'strue. Y ou’ re not human, are
you? Y ou have no hearts. My mother used to say that. Starbridges. From another star. And now | know
it'strue”



Lord Chrism chuckled, adry rustling in histhroat. *'Y our mother sounds unorthodox. Is she till dive? It
would surprise meif shewere dill dive.”

Ignoring the old man’ s uplifted forefinger, the orderly leaped forward, and grabbed up at histhroat. The
priest stepped back and made allittle gesture in the air. And whether it was magic, or perhaps some
subtler power, the orderly never touched him. He stopped asif he had runinto awall of glass. Hisarms
grew dack, and hiswooden hand caught fire suddenly and flared up.

And that was all. In perfect silence he knelt down again and bowed his head as his hand burned down to
acinder and burned out.

The old man’ s voice was soft as spiderweb. “ Correct meif I'mwrong,” he said. “Y ou were asoldier
once.”

The orderly said nothing, but he bowed down to the floor. And in alittle while the priest continued: “ Y es,
| see. You are abrave man. A commendable quality in asoldier. Very . .. commendable. Y ou may go

ugr?1

“Goin peace. | am not asinterested in you as you might think. | thought perhapsthat | could goad my
nephew into some display of strength. Yet | find he could not raise his hand to save an innocent man. Isit
because he lacks the courage of acommon soldier?’

But before he had even reached the end of speaking, the orderly had scuttled out the door, while the
curtains whispered after him. Lord Chrism took no notice. He was smiling, and his blind eyes glistened
and shone. “Wel, Nephew,” he said softly. “ Say something. | know you' re there.”

Abu reached down to pick up the whiskey bottle from beside his chair. There was aglass besideit with
some whiskey in the bottom; he picked it up and rinsed his mouth out with the dregs, sucking it around
his teeth before he swallowed it. Then he poured himself some more.

The old priest cocked his head to listen to the sound. “Ah,” he said. “ They treat you well.”
“I don't complain.”

“No? But that’s good. And what is this—breakfast?” He stepped to the table and passed his hand over a
basket of croissants, picking &t the crust.

The prince s bed stood aong the far wall, across from the window. Unused the night before, it was il
neet, piled high with blankets and silk pillows. Abu walked over and sat down. He felt ashamed,
mocked, soiled, suddenly filthy in the clothes he had been wearing for aweek. Histeeth felt furry andill
used.

When he was a child, hisuncl€' s presence had been enough to frighten him into fits. He looked down at
the tattoo on his pam. “Isthat why you came?’ he asked. “To laugh a me?’

“No. Or rather, not entirely. It wastoo long atrip just for that. | came from Kindness and Repair. Six
miles, underground. The streetsthis morning are unsafe.”

“It will get worse”

“Indeed. Burning you will not be popular, | fear. Burning my bishop, that will be anational catastrophe.
But what choice do | have? Shewas guilty of animperfection, poor child. A chemica impurity. Itis. . .



unfortunate.”
“Soyou don't careif there sacivil war or not.”

The secretary amiled. “I am an old man,” he said. “ And there are dwayswars. It is God' s way. Perhaps
when | see Him | will ask Him why, if | remember. It doesn’t matter. On Friday | return to Paradise.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Yes. | haveseenitin my dreams. The streets are paved with siver. Thewomen dl have flowersin their
hair. 1 will have apaace of my own, built of lapislazuli. And God will take mein Hisarms, and He will
make meyoung again.”

“You don't believethat.”

“But | do. | have seenit. And something else: My pal ace has a dungeon, below the level of the Strest. It
isnot likethisone, no. Itismuch . . . harsher. It isal prepared. Thereisone cdl for your sster and one
for you.”

“My sdter...”

“Yes. Itiswhat | cameto tel you, partly. Sheison her way. Last night she took poison. My agents
found her body, but her soul had fled. Like you she had no courage. No courage and no brains.”

Prince Abu sat back on his bed and drank deeply. The whiskey in his glass was dmost clear, agrade
reserved for princes and for priests. It came from far away, distilled from the flowers of some distant
southern desert, harvested by hand among the sand dunes. Popular among lovers, it was called
Heartsbam.

The princelifted the bottle into the light. There was more than athird left. The old man was till talking,
but Abu couldn’t listen anymore. Hefdt thefirst effects of drunkenness—it seemed impossibleto do
more than one thing a atime, and right then he was thinking about his sister. The Heartsbam had amildly
hallucinogenic effect, and when he closed his eyes, he could see her clearly. Her black braidsweretied
up around her head, and she was turning from the bathroom window, a pencil in her hand. He took
another swalow of drink and watched the image fade. In hismind' s eye he saw her change—Charity
Starbridge, older now, soon after she had married the old commissar, bending down over abouquet of
herbs, her small body condtricted in the tight, soft robes of matrimony, her face already tired. And then
agan—Ilater dill, her cheeks pae and her hair unkempt, smoking marijuanafrom adlver chillum, inbedin
the middle of the afternoon.

He opened his eyes and looked down at the whiskey in hisglass. He swirled it in acircle around the
bottom. “Whereis Thanakar?’ he asked suddenly. “My cousin Thangkar?’

“With thearmy. Not for long. My agents have gone out to bring himin. | tell you, burning you will be my
melancholy duty. Hanging him will be apleasure. Ever since he was a child, he has thwarted me. Broken
my law. Debauched my niece. He has. . . thwarted me.”

Abu closed hiseyes. In hismind he saw his sister. Once she had stopped eating, and he had persuaded
his brother-in-law to consult a doctor. The old man had chosen Thanakar. And within aweek she had
been better. He remembered her standing in the hal, looking at the clock, waiting, counting the time until
her consultation, and when he had laughed &t her, she had turned towards him, blushing, angry. How
pretty she had looked.

“She poisoned hersdlf,” he said.



“Yes. A peculiar kind of poison. It seemed to burn her from within. One wonders how she purchased
suchathing.”

“l would liketo see her.”

“Ah. Infact, thereis nothing left to see. So | am informed. My agents were attacked outsde the gate. As
they were bringing her to me. The crowd broke into her bier. They werelooking for jewelry. Her body
broke apart under their hands. Inside, there was nothing left but ash.”

“Reoice a every death,” counseled the Starbridge Catechism. Nevertheless Abu felt tears on his cheek.
Theold priest stared at him, peering intently, but in the manner of the blind, he missed Abu’seyes. He
could see movement and color, but not form, and Abu had not moved in along time.

The old man peered into acorner. Asaways, it was asif he were surrounded by amist of light, asif he
stood swaddled in color, the pink walls and the red carpets and the changing morning, the silver tray, the
golden tablecloth al smearing into one another al around him. Looking down at his own body, he saw a
smear of purple and scarlet, mixing together asheraised hisarm.

“Areyou. . . crying?’ he asked softly, lifting hisarm. “Be comforted. Y ou will see her soon, in Paradise.”
“Inaprison cdl.”
“Be comforted. A prison cell in Paradise is better than therichest palace here. It will be summer there”

“I"'m surprised you want to go,” remarked the prince. “1’m surprised you think that God will be so glad to
seeyou, after you have wrecked this city and brought it to the brink of revolution.” He poured some
whiskey for himsdif.

The old man shook his head. “Y ou till don’t understand, do you? Y ou ill don't understand what | have
done. Y ou must think that I’m amadman. No, but listen: Do you think | don’'t know what is happening
outsde? There are demagogues on every street corner preaching revolution and predicting the
apocaypse. | had to creep here through the catacombs, six miles underground. | was afraid, |, who have
ruled this city since before your birth. Don’t beafool; if | were so inlove with power, wouldn't | have
contrived some way to keep it?If | had believed in power? No.”

The old man made agesture, and al around him the glowing mist started to dim; to Abu it was asif the
sun outside had gone behind a cloud. The room settled down to darkness and deep shadow, and the old
man’ svoice grew louder, moreintense.

“Thereisamyth,” he said, “about aworld where the seasons change so fast, two hundred, three hundred
timesin aman’slifetime, and the harvestsjust afew short months apart. If such aworld exigts, they must
have no such thing aswar. Fathers, sons, and grandsons all must understand each other. But here, when |
was born, it was aready winter, and winter is aseason that requires strength of will. Therefore| have
ruled this city with adesperate jealousy. And | am not ashamed; now, only now have we run out of food.
In my great-grandfather’ stime haf the diocese was dead by this phase of spring, and even Starbridges
were eating straw. | am not ashamed.

“But it is pring now. Already times are not as hard. Soon there will be food to edt, birds on the trees. |
have designed a system where men worship their oppressors. In winter that was necessary, but times
have changed. Can | now go before my ministers and tell them Paradiseisjust an empty rock, that the
God who granted them the right to rule does not exist? Can | go before the people and explain that al
their misery has been for nothing? No—let them find out in their own way. The best | can do ismakethe
change as quick and sudden as| can. Therefore | will burn my bishop, and there will be arevolution. The



council will ascend to Paradise, and for twenty thousand days the name of Angkhdt will be forgotten.
New politicswill come. But don’t misunderstand—I have planted a seed. Now, even now, al over the
city, actors and musicians are spreading word of you. They arein my pay.”

Prince Abu stared a him. He suddenly fdt very drunk; lifting his glassto hislips, he dopped whiskey on
hisshirt.

“I have planted aseed,” repeated the old man. “I have been dreaming of this moment ever since your
mother came to me when you were just a baby. Have you ever wondered why | gave you your tattoos?
Why | put such power into your hands—you, aweakling and afool ? It is because | needed aseed for a
new faith, not now, but fifty thousand days from now. Here, now, perhaps you think you symbolize
something new, a spirit of resistance, perhaps, of godlessness and revolution. But | have seen avision of
anew church. Fifty thousand days from now, no one will remember then your foolish scruples. No, they
will remember the myth that now, right now, | am devising: of how a Starbridge prince suffered for them
and led them to salvation. And fifty thousand days from now, when winter comes, they will be eager to
surrender al their freedom into the hands of your ministers and your family. Just asthey were eager to let
me rule them, when | was ayoung man. All the temples and the shrineswill be rebuilt, and your face will
be on every dtar. That ismy dream.”

Prince Abu sat forward. He had heard enough. Summoning strength, heroseto hisfeet. “I forbid it,” he
sad. “I won't be part of it; I’ ve changed my mind. Set mefree.” Heraised hishand. But in the darkness
and the shadow, the great golden tattoo wasinvisible. It had no power to illuminate. And Lord Chrism
laughed, adry, feathery sound. “Too late,” he whispered softly. “Too late.” He made agesture with his
little finger, and two soldiers stepped out of the curtains behind him. Each held in his hands alength of
purplerope. Like Lord Chrism, they were blind.

Charity broke away from the circle of dancers and pushed away out of the crowd. Shefelt stifled by her
own breath. “They won't kill him,” shesaid doud. “ They can’'t.” She pushed out through a mass of
people, holding her hands spread out in front of her, and when they saw her blank, tattooless pams,
people stood aside to let her pass, afraid of the pollution. Her palms had begun to itch under the

greasepaint; her whole body had begun to itch.

She broke away into an open space and ran up asmall dope of rubble, towards where an dleyway came
out onto the yard. Once there, she rested in the shadow of the gatepost, looking back towards the
dancers and the actor who was playing her brother. And then she turned away. In those days her
attention span was short. Theworld was various and new. And in alittlewhile it was asif she had
forgotten; she bowed her head until her breathing dowed, and then she squatted down to look into atiny
ghrine set into thewall of an old house. Remembering part of an old prayer, she looked under the brass
arch and past adouble row of ail lamps. The back ones had burned out, and the image itself was
covered up in shadow. But its eyes were made of mirror, and Charity could seethem shining in the
darkness. Thisgod was very old. Thelevel of the street had risen up around her knees. It was Angkhdt
the God of Children.

Charity leaned forward to sniff the smoke that rose up from the lamps. Drunk from sensation, she was
fearlessthe way drunkards are, so that she didn’t even turn around when she felt somebody grab her
from behind. He had to pull her out, and then he hit her hard across the cheek, but she took no notice.
She put her hands up to her face.

“Don’t run away likethat,” said Raksha Starbridge. “ Don’'t make me chase you.”

He grabbed her by the back of the neck and twisted her head around to make her look at him, and then
he thrust her past the gatepost into anarrow, stinking aley, out of sght from the yard. He was stronger



than he looked. Or perhaps the drugs had made him strong—he was sweating, and his whole body
shook. And there was something different in his eye, too, asif violence had awakened something there.
From her neck heran his hand down the muscles of her shoulder, and pushed histrembling fingersinto
the soft flesh above her collarbone. She could smdll his bregth, amixture of alcohol and rot. It wastoo
rich asmel; she gagged and turned away, and then she pushed him in the chest so that he ssumbled
backwards and fell down. He hit hishead on the brick wall behind him. A protruding brick cut agashin
his head, and he sat down in the mud and covered it with hishands. Charity watched him, fascinated by
the black blood welling up between hisfingers. And she was fascinated by the sound he was making, a
low gurglein histhroat. Then he put his head back, and she could see tears on his cheeks, red tears.
“Don't be afraid of me,” he sobbed. “Please don’t be afraid. | can’t hurt you. | wasin holy orders. They
took my manhood when | made my vows. Only | need to touch someone sometimes. Isthat so bad?’

Fascinated, she bent down to look at him. “I need you,” he confessed. “Y ou'relike my little Rosa. And
don’t you understand, you need metoo. Y ou won't survive out here, with no money and no food.”

She reached out and pulled his hands away from the cut on his head. But suddenly he grabbed hold of
her thumb and twisted it back and then jumped up, twisting her arm back behind her. Tears were
trembling in his eyes, but then he winked. “1 need you,” he said. “Don’t you understand?’

He held her by thewrigt, in aspeciad hammerlock known only to parsons. And then he pulled her avay
and led her down narrow and deserted streets, dong high, windowless brick walls. Underfoot the mud
was covered with asugar crust, and in the corners sugar had aready begun to accumulate. In some
places the drifts were six inches high and till damp, for it had rained al night and looked to start again
any minute. In the middle of the roadway the crust had split apart over agutter full of water and raw
sewage, and asthey went on, the water spread across the street. Soon it lapped the bricks on either side
and then grew deep, so that they were wading through water past their ankles. And alwaysthey were
going downhill, and & achoice of waysthey awaystook the onethat led downhill, until they stood at the
top of abroad set of stairswith the water cascading down. It led down into what had once been a
market, but now it was dl drowned. Remnants of tents and canvas awvnings still stuck up abovethe
water.

From where they stood, they looked out over asmdl lake. A wind had sprung up out of nowhere and
chased itsdf in circles out over the water and raised whirlwinds of dust and newspaper into theair. Yet
the surface of the lake was undisturbed. A layer of rain had built up on the surface like alayer of ail, and
there were no waves or ripples on thelake, but only oily swélls, rushing towards them up the steps and
then sucking away.

The parson put hisfingersto his mouth and whistled shrilly. Acrossthe lake aboat broke away from a
group of others and came towards them. It was brightly painted and cut swiftly through the water.
Charity admired the strong strokes of the oarsman. He was dressed in yellow trousers and a green shirt,
and when he got close she could see how big he was. He had long arms and a big, burly frame. But his
hair and beard were streaked with yellow.

“I’'m surprised he owns aboat,” said Charity.

“All things belong to God,” replied the parson. “Herentsit from the church.” And then he grinned.
“Don’'t giveyoursdf airs. Y ou'relower down than him. He may not let you in the boat.”

When the boatman saw who had hailed him, he laughed and waved. “Monsignor!” he shouted. He pulled
up to amooring pole, one of severa near the steps. A makeshift jetty ran out to it, put together out of
ladders and loose boards. The parson pushed Charity dong it while the boatman shouted
encouragement. He had awide, freckled face and asmile full of teeth. When the parson tripped and



amost pitched into the water, he stood up in hisboat and clapped his hands. And then he made the
gestures of respect. While they staggered towards him over the jetty, he bowed and capered in the boat,
closing hiseyes and pressing his knucklesto his forehead.

He was using forms that were ol d-fashioned even then, unnecessarily servile and complex. But his
laughter put irony into everything he did. At the very end he bent down to touch histoes. He was laughing
when he straightened up, but the parson’ s face was dark with anger. The boatman didn’'t care. He
reached his hand out for Charity to grab, but when she stepped down towards him, he pulled his hand
away, and the laughter faded from his mouth. He had seen her pam.

“Not your usual, isshe, Sr?’ he asked. He sat down by the oars and stared at her, while she stood
uncertainly on the jetty. But then the parson pushed her from behind, so that she collgpsed into the
bottom of the boat. He stepped down after her and sat down in the stern.

The boatman hawked awad of spit up from histhroat and blew it over the Sde. “Where are you going?’
he asked.

“Spider Ghat. Not far.”

“Any money?

The parson shook his head.

“Any food?’

“No.”

The boatman frowned. “ Got to be something, my master.”

Charity wore atalisman she had gotten that morning, pinned to the front of her dress. One of the dancers
had distributed them to the crowd, atin button painted with her brother’ sface. The boatman pointed to
it. “I thought they were atheigts,” he said.

Charity opened her mouth to answer, but the parson shook his head. “Her mother was an antinomid. I'll
purify the boat once we get back.”

“Thank you, my master. That’s not good enough.”
“It will haveto do. The harm has aready been done.”

The man stared at them along moment, and then he bent down for his oars. He had a boat tattooed
along the outside of each finger, and perhaps he had had something in his horoscope, or perhapsthe
priests had seen some promise in him when he was aboy, but the work was finer than was usud for
people of his caste, less monochromatic, better drawn. Each boat was different: a steamboat, a sailboat,
abarge, atug.

He pulled out swiftly into the lake. Drops from the blades of his oars made rows of circlesin the water.
“Antinomia, isshe?’ he asked. “Can shesing? |’ ve never heard onesing.”

Again Charity opened her mouth to speak, and again the parson shook his head. “I’ll give you twenty
cents” hesad.

“All right. But | haveasick friend.”

“Nodrugs. I'm sorry.”



The boatman rowed for awhilein silence, and then he smiled. “Y ou're not good for much, areyou,
monsignor? Y ou might offer meadrink, at least. Thisisthirsty work.”

The parson squinted up at the sky. A rip had opened in the clouds above them, and the sun was shining
through. The light made swirling patterns on the water. Charity looked &t her reflection over thesde. She
trailed her fingersin thelake, joining hands with her reflection. The lake gave off an acrid, sweety smell.
Smiling, she turned around and watched the sweat gather on the boatman’ s forehead and drip dowly
down into hiseyes.

“I'll say thisfor her,” theman said. “ She' seasily amused.”

They were coming in among some buildings and the tops of flooded tenements. Charity looked through
the windows into the apartments. Some were still furnished and intact, and some had rowboats parked
outside, tied to the fire escapes.

She saw no other people. But soon the water was much shallower. Ahead she saw a group of wooden
houses built on tilts. It was a style that had been popular in winter, when the snow was very deep.

“Thereisonething,” said the parson. “1 could write you acharm. In lieu of payment. What kind of manis
he?Y our Sck friend.”

“Likeme. He hasafever.” The man put his oars up and let the boat glide from its own momentum into
Spider Ghat.

“Undergtand, | don’'t guarantee results. It sa question of faith.”
“I undergtand.”

“Just so you know.” The parson fished aballpoint pen out of apocket in hisrobe. From some other
place he produced abook of rolling papers, and he took one out and ripped it in half. He spread it out
on the gunwae and bent over it, hiding it from Charity as he wrote. Then he handed it to the boatman.
“Have himroll it up and takeit likeapill.”

“What doesit say?’
“Itisaversefrom holy scripture. A very potent verse.”

One of the houses had awooden porch built along three sides, and steps ran down from it onto a
wooden landing. The landing floated on the shallow water, lashed to oil drumsat either end. “There,” said
Raksha Starbridge. “ Take usthere.”

A scum of Styrofoam and driftwood covered the water near the landing, wreckage from the submerged
apartments, pieces of furniture, and broken chunks of roof. Charity pushed aside some saturated sofa
cushions and stared down into the water. She could see the concrete curbstone two feet down and,
superimposed, the reflection of the house as they drifted to the landing. It was one-storied and
dilapidated, with cracksin the sheathing. The windows were broken and boarded over, thewalls
covered with graffiti. The porch and the landing were crowded with objects salvaged from the
flood—crates and chains and spools of wire, achild’ stricycle, abroken rocking chair.

Charity raised her eyes. The boatman was till ditting in his seet, puzzling over the fragment of paper. He
spindled the paper in his hand, curling it around his finger while the parson stepped out onto the landing.
And then he made atiny gesture with hishead, agesture of dismissal. Charity got to her fegt, and the
parson grabbed her around the wrist and pulled her from the boat. He let go of the painter. But the man
just sat there in the boat with the paper curled around his finger, until the parson pushed the gunwa e with



hisfoot, and the boat drifted away. Charity stood looking after it, while the parson held onto her wrist,
forcing hisfingernail into the vein beneath her pam. The man in the boat backed water dowly, but it
wasn't until he was out of sight behind the wreckage of awall that Raksha Starbridge permitted himself
to laugh. “He d better pray thereisno God,” he said.

Five milesaway, Lord Chrism stood on Bishop’ s Keys, beneath the belly of the temple. From Wanhope
Prison he had traveled underground, along aweb of waterways that tretched for miles under the city.
Returning to the temple he had traveled underground, in his somber, hearsdike barge of Sate, al gilded
wood and purple hangings, poled by silent members of his guard.

He stood at the edge of the stone pier, looking back into the darkness the way they had come. He could
remember when that whole enormous cavern had been ablaze with light. When he was ayoung man,
each member of the council had kept aboat here at the docks beneath the temple. The catacombs had
been full of noise and messengersin livery and soldierstransporting grain. In winter they had used ponies
to pull deds over theice, smart brown beasts with sharpened hooves and ribbonsin their manes.

Then, standing on Bishop's Keys, he had been surrounded by a storm of light and brilliant colors and the
high, strident voices of the priests. Now everything was dark, save for the torchesin hisguardsmen’s
hands. He could hear the water dapping againgt the wooden bottom of his barge as the men stowed it
aongthedip and covered it with tarpaulin.

He shivered, and with cramped, arthritic fingers, he plucked at the deeves of hisrobe. Then he turned
and walked quickly over the stone promenade. His men fell into place a step behind him. Their torches
spit and flared, grabbing at the cavern’ sroof unsuccessfully until they passed under alower vault. There
the echoes of their footsteps seemed flatter and less resonant. Rough carvings protruded down into the
light, though Lord Chrism’ s blindness robbed them of detail. Even in hismemory they had no detal.

This part of the temple had been built during the reign of the ninth bishop, in winter many years before.
The principle of the elevator had been forgotten then. From Bishop’ s Keys the architects had built
stairways that reached toward every section of the temple, hollow fingers of stone that stretched up haf a
mile, some of them, alot of sepsfor an old man.

Here the cavern had assumed a disklike shape, thewalls till out of sight, the ceiling not more than
nineteen feet above their heads. In front of them, thefirgt of fifty stairways rose up from thefloor, a
narrow spira cased in stone. It stood aone, like atree with the celling inits branches. Farther on, the
stairways grew closer together and more numerous, until the three men were walking asif through astone
forest, among groves of treesirregularly spaced and sized. These were the servants' stairs, leading up to
kitchens and guardhouses. At the base of each there was a door, black now, mostly, though some till
showed afeeble glow. That was how the chamber had been illuminated in the old days—the staircases
were sheathed in dabaster, and inside, the spirals had been lined with lights, red, green, violet, the colors
coded to their destinations and the caste of people who could use them. Then each stair had formed a
column of light nineteen feet from floor to ceiling, the colors bleeding through the thin, trangparent stone.

Then this entire chamber had been alive; now it was dead. Lord Chrism hurried on. Ahead of them, a
wall stretched to both sides. Lord Chrism turned to the left and walked along it, past a gaping doorway.
A single bulb hung from the keystone of the arch. Once guards had been stationed there around the
clock. It wasthe entrance of an old granary, one of one hundred and seventeen cavernous storage bins
cut into the rock benegath the temple. The ectric light gave contour to amass of carving al around the
arch, abeautiful woman in avariety of different poses. Each granary was dedicated to one of the one
hundred and seventeen lovers of Immorta Angkhdt; this one, named after the so-called White-Faced
Woman, had served the Church of Morquar the Unkempt, and dl the shrines between theriver and the
Morquar Gate. All winter and well into spring, for more than alifetime, it had fed the people of that



district. Now it was empty. They were all empty, and people everywhere were forgetting God.

In the summertime and autumn, generations of men and women had daved to fill these granaries, working
with increasing desperation as the weather grew colder and the power of the priestsincreased. When
Lord Chrism’ sfather was aboy, the episcopa whestfields had stretched for ninety miles around the city,
land that was al barren now. Winter had scraped it clean, down to the red rock. And when the snow
had come, and the countryside was empty, and the country people had al come in through the gates,
then these caverns had been full of light, and soldiers pulling carts and dedges|oaded with fat red
grainbags, each one stamped with the black dog’ s head of Angkhdt. Their labor had been akind of
worship, and they had chanted songs of worship while they worked. They had pulled the dedges over
theice and through the catacombs down undernegth the city. They had pulled them through the crypts
beneeath the churches, where the grain was off-loaded and turned over to the parish priestsfor
distribution to the multitude, between the sermon and the invocation, in smal plastic bags.

Farther on dong the wall, Lord Chrism stopped for breath next to another doorway. The carvings here
had been among his favorites when he was a boy, and even though he could no longer see, he put his
hand out to stroke the smooth neck of the brass statue. He did his